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ABSTRACT 
 
 At the turn of the twentieth century, in the context of the budding nation-state formation 
process throughout Latin America, liberalism, nationalism, and social reforms dominated Latin 
American intellectual political discourse in its relentless quest for modernity. Popular literacy 
movements and the expansion and centralization of the educational sphere, which was essential 
for cultivating national identities and reinforcing allegiance, proliferated throughout Latin 
America. In Costa Rica, the Olympians, a group of elite intellectuals intricately connected with 
the agro-export oligarchy, directed social and political reforms. The Olympians were 
overwhelmingly patriotic and patriarchal, and aimed to create a national culture that would 
reinforce existing economic, gender, and racial hierarchies. This project focuses on revolutionary 
feminists Carmen Lyra and Luisa González, who negotiated the cultural politics of education as 
intermediaries between students and the state through the publication of children’s periodicals. 
Specifically, this project analyzes the periodicals San Selerín (1912-1913, 1923-1924) and 
Triquitraque (1936-1947) to elucidate the ways in which these educators used children’s 
literature and Montessorian pedagogy to create a culture of inclusion and engagement rather than 
the patriotic and patriarchal pedagogy the Olympians. Contemporary memory has forgotten the 
revolutionary ideals of these educators, but this project affirms Carmen Lyra and Luisa González 
cannot be separated from their legacies as active members of the Costa Rican Communist Party, 
as fervent proletarian internationalists, and as revolutionary feminists. To do so would be to 
neutralize the potency of their memory. 
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INTRODUCTION 
  On April 26, 2016, the Costa Rican Legislative Assembly announced, after a secret vote, 
the selection of Carmen Lyra as Benemérita de la Patria. La Nación reports that Lyra was 
nominated by law number 18491 in 2012, which entered into the legislative plenary in 2014. 
After the vote in April 2016, Lyra was “the fifth woman of 69 to be distinguished as Benemérita 
de la Patria.”1 
 Following the announcement, think pieces on Carmen Lyra’s radical ideological leanings 
and subversive works emerged on social media from online news sources and blogs. Headlines 
like “Carmen Lyra: de activista exiliada a Benemérita de la Patria”2 from La Nación, and 
“Carmen Lyra, del exilio a Benemérita de la Patria,”3 from ElMundoCR cluttered newsfeeds for 
several days following the announcement, but many of the pieces contained erroneous or 
misleading information.  
 On the website of Frente Amplio, Costa Rica’s socialist political party, was a piece 
entitled, “Legislative Assembly Declares María Isabel Carvajal ‘Carmen Lyra’ Benemérita de la 
Patria,” suggest that in order to honor Carmen Lyra’s legacy, they must also remember her 
revolutionary affiliations with the Costa Rican Communist Party (PCCR) and her critical 
ideological tendencies. The piece states that Carmen Lyra has been, until now, essentially only 
considered for her children’s literary work, and to a lesser degree, her contribution to preschool 
education, and her contributions to and significance within the struggle for feminine political 
                                                1	  “Declaran a Carmen Lyra Benemérita de la Patria,” La nación, 26 April, 2016. 2	  “Carmen Lyra: From Exiled Activist to Benemérita de la Patria” 3	  “Carmen Lyra: From Exile to Benemérita de la Patria” 
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participation.4 It is the intent, then, of the article to rescue that memory. However, the article 
suggests that one of Carmen Lyra’s ideological convictions was a “profound nationalism, rooted 
in anti-imperialism,” and implies that this conviction must be read into her work. The piece 
reads, “Lyra begins to study and she adheres to the Latin American reformism in vogue in that 
moment, especially in the APRA movement, and in those ideologies she grasps her own 
conviction of profound nationalism, rooted in anti-imperialism.”5 
 Deputy of Frente Amplio, Patricia Mora released a statement on April 26, 2016. In the 
statement, Mora adulates the noble image that Carmen Lyra creates of the campesino, “of the 
internal lands [Central Mesa], of our land.”6 7 This specific kind of rhetoric, which inherits the 
rural, campesino population of the Central Mesa as part of the larger national culture, indeed 
even despite contemporary isolation and inequitable resource distribution, erases the history of 
the agro-export industry’s colonization of the rural Central Mesa at the turn of the twentieth 
century, the colonization and exploitation that Carmen Lyra adamantly fought against. Indeed, 
the written work Carmen Lyra produced suggests a different view of her political convictions. 
For Lyra, “Patria is the earth of men and their children.”8 She disdained narratives of otherness 
and exclusion, the two-pillars upon which elite nationalism was built, and especially borders, 
which she believed were “nothing more than some silly lines that big men have imagined in 
                                                
4 “Asamblea Legislativa declara a  María Isabel Carvajal ‘Carmen Lyra’ Benemerita de la Patria” 
Frente Amplio- Noticias 26 April 2016 
5 Ibid.	  
6 After the 2014 release of the polemic film Maikol Yordan de viaje perdido discourse on identity 
politics from the Left has consistently tried to rescue the image of the humble campesino from 
the farce and ridicule of contemporary cultural production. Mora’s comments would be relevant 
to the Costa Rican audience in the context of this debate.  
7 Quoted in Carlos Arrieta Pérez, “Carmen Lyra es Benemérita de la Patria,” ElPaís, 26 Abril 
2016. 8	  Billo, “La Patria,” San Selerín, 15 Sept 1913, 8-9.	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order to pick fights and make wars.”9 Thus, Mora is misreading Carmen Lyra’s work in that she 
sees intention to create this image of the campesino as a symbol of national pride rather than 
reading Carmen Lyra’s work as an extension of her ideological convictions of inclusion 
informed by shifting leftist currents. Indeed, Carmen Lyra did not set out to create the campesino 
character for nationalist rhetoric, but rather sought to include historically excluded populations, 
such as the rural poor and children. 
It was the Third International that inspired Carmen Lyra’s political convictions in the 
early twentieth century, when she was actively editing didactic materials and writing her famous 
Cuentos de Mi Tía Panchita (1920), for which she is most remembered. Indeed, Ana María 
Botey and Rodolfo Cisneros confirm in their book La crisis de 1929 y la fundación del Partido 
Comunista de Costa Rica (1984), “The Third International inspired the start of the international 
communist movement. . . it framed it in the spirit of proletarian internationalism. . . [and] set 
their historical task to bring the majority of workers over to the revolution and to unite the 
struggle for peace and democracy with the struggle for socialism.”10  
Lara Putnam, in her chapter, “Circum-Atlantic Print Circuits and Internationalism from 
the Peripheries in the Interwar Era,” establishes “that specific practices of circulation and 
commentary within the interwar peripheral press encouraged readers and writers of color to 
understand their own struggles as part of a larger whole.”11 Though Putnam’s study centers on 
the experiences of the Anglophone African colonies in the Atlantic, including Costa Rica’s 
                                                9	  See Carmen Lyra, Lilia González, and Joaquín García Monge, eds. “San Selerín,” San Selerín 1 
Abril 1923, 2-5.	  10	  Ana María Botey and Rodolfo Cisneros, La Crisis de 1929 y la fundación del partido 
comunista de costa rica, (San José, C.R.: Editorial Costa Rica, 1984) 68. 
11 Lara Putnam, “Circum-Atlantic Print Circuits and Internationalism from the Peripheries in the 
Interwar Era,” in James Connolly, ed., Print Culture Beyond the Metropolis, (University of 
Toronto Press, forthcoming) found online at: https://www.academia.edu/25286102/Circum-
Atlantic_Print_Circuits_and_Internationalism_from_the_Peripheries_in_the_Interwar_Era 
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Puerto Limón, Carmen Lyra’s connection to the Afro-Costa Rican struggle and their folk culture 
adds to the evidence of Carmen Lyra’s internationalist ideological conviction during the interwar 
period, the climax of her publications of children’s literature.12 Indeed, during this period, 
Carmen Lyra was radically internationalist and leftist and associated herself with the anarchist 
and socialist intellectuals. However, changing political climates of the 1920s led to the de-
radicalization of some, like Joaquín García Monge and Omar Dengo, and the radicalization of 
others, like Carmen Lyra and Luisa González. In 1931, both Lyra and González joined the PCCR 
and functioned as high-ranking party officials, loyal to the cause of their party. 
However, starting in 1936, the PCCR began to abandon the far-left and instead sought 
social justice through institutional reform, especially in the last third of the decade.13 To this, 
Jeffery M. Paige, author of Coffee and Power, Revolution and the Rise of Democracy in Central 
America (1997), adds that the PCCR, “under the leadership of Manuel Mora Valverde, largely 
abandoned the sectarian orthodoxy of the International and pursued what for the most part 
amounted to a social democratic policy, thus profoundly influencing the subsequent 
interpretation of Costa Rica’s resolution of the Depression crisis in both elite and popular 
memory.”14 Nevertheless, it would be erroneous to assume that the official rhetoric of the Costa 
Rican Communist Party always aligned with Carmen Lyra’s (or Luisa González’s) own 
convictions or works, particularly when discussing Lyra’s contribution to children’s literature in 
                                                12	  Carmen Lyra’s Tío Conejo tales were inspired by African folk tales. Additionally, Carmen 
Lyra produced Bananos y hombres (1931) and struggled with the Caribbean workers during the 
banana strike of 1934. 13	  See Iván Molina Jiménez, Los pasados de la memoria, El origen de la reforma social en Costa 
Rica (1938-1943), (San José, C.R.: EUNA, 2008), 25.  
14 Jeffery M. Paige, Coffee and Power, Revolution and the Rise of Democracy in Central 
America, (Cambridge, MA: Havard UP, 1997), 128.  
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the 1920s.15 Yet, contemporary voices in the media, like Deputy Patricia Mora, when analyzing 
Carmen Lyra’s work and legacy, have tended to analyze through the ideological lens of the 
official party rhetoric and policy of the late 1930s and 1940s.  
Deputy Patricia Mora’s eloquent statement informed several other news reports that 
similarly cited Lyra’s nationalist convictions. These critical think pieces were attempting to 
rescue Carmen Lyra from the empty narratives about her children’s tales and successes as a 
preschool teacher, and reasonably so.16 Just days after the announcement, on April 30, 2016, a 
bookstore franchise, Libreria Lehmann S.A., published an ad on their social media account with 
a seemingly anti-feminist quote from Carmen Lyra.17 Already, her image and legacy were being 
manipulated, and using the words of only the fifth woman in Costa Rican history to be 
considered for the honor of Benemérita de la Patria to discredit the feminist movement is 
oppressive.  
 
 
                                                15	  See Carmen Lyra, “Mi Partido,” Trabajo, 12 February 1944, 2-4. Lyra recognizes Mora’s 
political compromises as sacrifices for the good of Costa Rica, but as sacrifices none-the-less. 
She writes, “My Party has had to serve as a trench so that the people of Costa Rica could 
advance toward a more dignified future. That is to live! The rest is to go about your days caring 
for your honor and wellbeing as one would care for a caged bird.” This suggests Carmen Lyra 
was loyal to her party and their policy, though she recognized critical sacrifices were being 
made. 16	  Success does not describe Carmen Lyra’s career with preschool education. She was fired from 
the school she founded for her political convictions and later in life regretted her focus on 
preschool education rather than class liberation. 17	  The Lehmann franchise markets as a “traditional bookstore” with an assortment of new books. 
In business since 1896, Lehmann has been “at the service of culture and education” and 
primarily specialized in educational and children’s literature. 
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IMAGE 1: CARMEN LYRA AD, LIBRERIA LEHMANN
 
“‘The notion of feminism is absurd. Why ought women form a group apart and separate themselves with a hostile 
attitude toward men? Humanity is made of men and women, and it is those men and who should unite together to 
struggle to make this earth habitable again.’ Carmen Lyra (1887-1949)18 Writer, educator, politician/ Benemérita 
de la Patria.”19 
 
 Carmen Lyra and her comrade Luisa González are today remembered as successful, 
nurturing teachers to Costa Rica’s most vulnerable students, and as sweet, elderly ladies who told 
fantastic stories to entertain young children and sow culture into the Costa Rican countryside, 
framed neatly within non-threatening gender roles and a nationalist discourse.20 And even leftist 
and critical voices in the civil sphere have failed to represent Lyra’s ideological convictions.  
 During the early twentieth century, Carmen Lyra, and later Luisa González, produced and 
edited literary periodicals for children. Carmen Lyra’s San Selerín, which she co-edited with 
                                                
18 Carmen Lyra was born in 1888.  
19 The quote has been extracted from Carmen Lyra’s piece, “Llamamiento a las mujeres de la 
clase trabajadora en Costa Rica, Manifiesto de Carmen Lyra” which was published in Trabajo on 
2 February 1933. The full quote reads: “The women of the working class throughout the entire 
world, we ought to struggle to bring down the decaying economic structures of capitalist society 
and not sustain it. The notion of feminism is absurd. . .” Another specific quote from Lyra’s 
piece reads: “Compañeras, we have to struggle to tear down the regime that permits these 
absurdities, of which women and children of the exploited class are the worst victims” (4). So in 
no way was Carmen Lyra trying to communicate that gender equality and feminine liberation 
were absurdities.  
20 That is, that the Costa Rican Central Mesa was benevolently modernized by education and folk 
tales. 
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Lilia González, and later also Joaquín García Monge, was the first children’s periodical 
published in Costa Rica, and debuted in 1912; it was in circulation until 1913. San Selerín was 
revived in 1923 and remained in circulation until 1924. In 1936, with the Association of 
Kindergarten Teachers (ANDE), Luisa González published the first issue of Triquitraque, Costa 
Rica’s most successful children’s periodical that at one point reached over 10,000 readers across 
the country. Triquitraque remained in circulation irregularly until 1947. Through the publication 
of their respective children’s magazines, in the context of ongoing educational reform and 
cultural debate, Carmen Lyra and Luisa González negotiated the cultural politics of education in 
the Central Mesa as intermediaries between children, whom they perceived as politically and 
socially conscious actors, and the state.  
Like other Latin American countries in the twentieth century, the Costa Rican nation-
state emphasized education and popular literacy as means towards progress, and investments in 
education often paralleled increasing ideological influence from the state on to the school. As 
educators all over the continent engaged with and negotiated these new ideological demands, 
new cultural and national identities were forming in classrooms.  
Following the model left by Cuban intellectual José Martí in his children’s literature, 
“Edad de Oro,” Carmen Lyra and Luisa González understood their periodicals to serve as 
ideological projects. Carlos Luis Sáenz, co-director of Triquitraque (1945-1947) wrote in his 
piece “Estudio Introductorio” in La literatura infantil costarricense (1958), “A good magazine 
for children ought to follow the program that Martí left in his ‘Edad de Oro.’”21 Sáenz continues, 
“The purposes are moral; to write so that the children will tomorrow be men and learn to love the 
                                                
21 Carlos Luis Sáenz, “Estudio Introductorio,” La literatura infantil costarricense, Luis Ferrero 
Acosta, ed. (San José, C.R.: Ministerio de Educación Pública, 1958), xv. 
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land in which they live. . . .To do so, speak to them about things of their own interest; and always 
bring to them relevant comparisons to their everyday lives.”22 23 
Both San Selerín and Triquitraque embodied Martí’s model, with one exception. Carmen 
Lyra and Luisa González tended to produce didactic materials with an ideological conviction of 
inclusion and engagement. The periodicals they produced aimed to engender in their readers 
sentiments of international solidarity and agency. They did this by speaking in language 
appropriate to children about their own interests and by making connections between the child’s 
world and contemporary socio-political debates. Additionally, Carmen Lyra regularly wrote 
critical pieces and published them in newspapers like Trabajo,24 in which she defends the far-left 
ideological leanings of some communist teachers and aligns herself with Leninism, and 
periodicals like El Maestro,25 in which she criticized nationalist symbolism and discourse in the 
classroom. 
The content of these magazines suggests that Carmen Lyra and Luisa González used their 
periodicals as ideological projects, as tools of intermediation and negotiation of the cultural 
politics of the classroom in the Central Mesa. Instead of aligning with dominant elite nationalist 
discourse, Lyra and González framed their engagement with children within a social justice 
framework informed by shifting leftist currents. The content of these magazines have yet to be 
thoroughly analyzed. In fact, the first published study on children’s literature in Costa Rica, Luis 
                                                
22 Ibid, xv.	  23	  It is worth noting that by the time Sáenz writes (1955) and publishes (1958) this chapter, the 
communists were producing inconsistent narratives of the reform period that has subsequently 
compromised the memory of the period and its social actors. For deeper look, see Iván Molina 
Jiménez, “Las narrativas vacilantes de los comunistas,” Pasados de la memoria (San José, C.R.: 
EUNA, 2008) 44-62.  24	  Carmen Lyra, “Carmen Lyra hace una brillante defensa a los maestros comunistas,” Trabajo, 
27 May 1939, 4-6. 25	  Carmen Lyra, “El Culto de la Bandera,” El Maestro, 15 Sept 1929, 4. 
     
9 
Ferrero Acosta’s Literatura infantil costarricense, was first written in 1955, published in the 
periodical Educación in 1958, and published as a book in 1985. The study, however, dedicated 
only two paragraphs to Costa Rican children’s periodicals, and collects children’s literature from 
the first half of the twentieth century, some of which was published in the periodicals, and 
anthologizes them into three categories, Nature, Man, and Patria.26   
Later, in 1981, Margarita Dobles published the book Literatura infantil, in which she 
defines four periods of development for Costa Rican children’s literature. Dobles’ study analyzes 
Carmen Lyra’s work, but not the periodicals. Later that same year, she published “Panorama de 
la literatura infantil: Costa Rica”, published by request in the Venezuelan periodical Parapara. 
In this article, Dobles discusses the African heritage of the folkloric animal tales, explains their 
connection to popular oral traditions, and analyzes the games created by Adela Ferreto for 
Triquitraque. Dobles then analyzes San Selerín and Triquitraque. She discusses genre, literary 
movements like naturalism, costumbrismo, modernism, and science fiction. Dobles frames her 
study around the notion of literature as an institution, and not only discusses genre and 
movements, but also the contribution of publishers, including bookstores that specialize in books 
for children, like the Lehmann franchise.27  
Literatura infantil costarricense (1958) edited by Luis Ferrero Acosta, with the 
introduction by Carlos Luis Sáenz, and Margarita Dobles’ article, “Panorama de la literatura 
infantil: Costa Rica” (1981) are the only two studies to have considered San Selerín or 
Triquitraque. This project adds to those studies by framing these periodicals as spaces for 
cultural negotiation. Additionally, this project demonstrates how the content of these periodicals 
                                                
26 See Patricia Quesada Villalobos and Magdalena Vásquez Vargas, “La literatura infantil en 
Costa Rica: aportes y ausencias desde la historiografía literaria,” Revista Comunicación 20.1, 
Jan-Jun 2011, 32-38.	  
27 Ibid, 36. 
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reflected evolving political debates on the culture of schools as well as budding notions of the 
child’s agency in cultural negotiation.   
In the first chapter, The Nation-State and the School, I frame the negotiation of cultural 
politics within the public school as a regional phenomenon in Latin America and reference 
foundational case studies, like Mary Kay Vaughn’s Cultural Politics in Revolution (1997). Then, 
I discuss the theoretical implications of framing teachers as intermediaries, followed by a brief 
overview of the development of the Costa Rican school and the centralization process.  
In the second chapter, Revolutionary Feminists, I discuss the life and memory of both 
Carmen Lyra and Luisa González. I frame Lyra and González as revolutionary feminists who 
struggled for gender equality, child welfare, and class liberation. Additionally, I analyze the 
appeal of Montessori pedagogy and the role it played in constructing their periodicals.  
The following chapters, chapter three, San Selerín 1912-1913, and chapter four, San 
Selerín 1923-1924, elucidate the connections between Carmen Lyra’s political convictions and 
the didactic materials she produced as co-editor of San Selerín. These chapters emphasize San 
Selerín’s role as an intermediary space for negotiating toward a culture of inclusion and 
engagement. The chapters also examine the pedagogical paradigms and contemporary debates of 
the periodicals’ respective periods. Additionally, they analyze the ways in which the content 
tended to connect readers to those same debates.  
In the final chapter, Triquitraque 1936-1947, I review the long and complicated 
administrative history of the periodical and suggest that Triquitraque proves to be a space of 
cultural negotiation that witnessed a variety of ideological projects.  
Carmen Lyra and Luisa González dedicated their lives for their ideological convictions. 
They worked both inside and out of the classroom to reform the culture of education in Costa 
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Rica away from elite nationalism and patriarchy and toward a culture of inclusion and 
engagement. They lived their lives on the fringes of society, as social and political outcasts. They 
marched against tyranny and committed arson in rebellion against a coercive dictator. Those 
same women founded a modern preschool for economically exploited and disadvantaged 
children, and those same women were subsequently fired from that school for their own political 
convictions. But today, nationalist discourse would remember them as soft, feminine 
grandmothers who nurtured children with fantasy and play and sowed national culture into the 
Costa Rican countryside,28 and even critical discourse fails to represent their proletarian 
internationalist, anti-imperialist and anti-colonialist, convictions in the context of their work. 
This project is an attempt to reclaim the potency of their memory. 
 
  
                                                
28 That is, it celebrates the successful colonization of the rural Central Mesa and the successful 
“modernization” of the Costa Rican campesino.  
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CHAPTER 1: THE NATION-STATE AND THE SCHOOL 
Through the publication of their respective children’s magazines, Lyra and González 
negotiated cultural politics within education as intermediaries between their students and the 
state. Earlier than most Latin American countries in the twentieth century, the Costa Rican 
nation-state increasingly emphasized education and popular literacy as means to progress and 
modernity. But as investments in education increased, so did ideological influence from the state 
on the school. This was not an isolated phenomenon, but rather a regional pattern of reform built 
into the nation-state formation process. Across the continent, elite intellectuals and their 
corresponding agro-export oligarchies were in pursuit of modernity and progress, and as a result, 
the state invested in citizen-building projects through educational reform and popular literacy 
campaigns. 
As educators all over the continent engaged with and negotiated these new ideological 
demands, new cultural and national identities were strategically forming inside classrooms. 
These teachers served as political intermediaries, charged with translating state policy into 
quotidian reality for their students and their families. In the Costa Rican case, the educators who 
were tied to revolutionary ideologies are the ones celebrated today by nationalist discourse.  
1.1 THE SCHOOL AND THE STATE IN LATIN AMERICA  
 Latin American intellectuals in the early twentieth century perceived intrinsic 
connections between modernity, progress, and education. Following the legacy of nineteenth-
century popular literacy campaigns, twentieth-century discourse framed schools as the central 
space for the negotiation of cultural politics. In her book, Cultural Politics in Revolution (1997), 
Mary Kay Vaughan clarifies, “Cultural politics refers to the process whereby definitions of 
culture–– in the narrow sense of national identity and citizenship and in the broader sense of 
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social behavior and meaning–– were articulated and disputed.”29 Thus, it was inside the 
classroom where children, considered fondly as the next generation of citizens by the state, 
learned their histories and their identities, and where they learned the basic structures and norms 
of society. These children, as students under the guidance of the public school, represented 
potential for change and progress. 
Indeed, Solsiree Del Moral confirms, “Schools represented the wheels of change and 
progress.”30 Del Moral adds, “Modern education, in particular, was the key to transformation. . . . 
Education, therefore, was a practice in citizenship building.”31 State governments cultivated 
consent by expanding and improving education for even the most peripheral communities, and 
also invested in future citizens by strategically incorporating within official curriculum tactical 
nationalist programs, such as new and mandatory courses in military and nationalist history, in 
civics, and an increased presence of national symbolism and tradition in schools.32 Indeed, the 
schools were spaces where invented traditions and state-sponsored historical narratives shaped 
identities. Additionally, Iván Molina Jiménez and Steven Palmer point out that the centralization 
of schools, which intended to group children from a wide spectrum of identities, e.g. economic 
class, gender, race, etc., into one classroom, one shared-experience designed by the state, 
                                                
29 Mary Kay Vaughan, Cultural Politics in Revolution, Teachers, Peasants, and Schools in 
Mexico, 1930-1940, (Tuscon, AZ: University of Arizona Press, 1997) 4.  
30 Solsiree Del Moral, Negotiating Empire: The Cultural Politics of Puerto Rican Schools, 1898-
1952 (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2013) 4. 
31 Ibid, 4. 
32 In Costa Rica, Law 95 passed in 1929, which required among other things the presence of 
national symbolism in all public schools and a teacher-led daily recitation of the pledge of 
allegiance. 
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facilitated the consolidation of a singular, shared national identity.33 Schools, then, by design, 
were inherently political spaces. 
Mary Kay Vaughan’s Cultural Politics in Revolution (1997) is regarded as “the premier 
example of the expansion of a public school system in the service of the nation and its 
citizens.”34 Other foundational studies include Iván Molina Jiménez’s and Steven Palmers’s 
study on Costa Rica, Educando a Costa Rica, Alfabetización popular, formación docente y 
género (1880-1950) (2003), Jerry Dávila’s work on Brazil, Diploma of Whiteness: Race and 
Social Policy in Brazil, 1917-1945 (2003), Elsie Rockwell’s work on Mexico, Hacer escuela 
hacer estado: la educación posrevolucionaria vista desde Tlaxcala (2007), and Solsiree Del 
Moral’s study on Puerto Rico, Negotiating Empire: The Cultural Politics of Schools in Puerto 
Rico, 1898-1952 (2013). 
1.2 TEACHERS AS INTERMEDIARIES 
This project, following the example forged by the aforementioned scholars, frames 
questions of nation-state formation and identity construction as a process of negotiation, moving 
away from top-down or bottom-up dichotomies. Thus, this project frames teachers as 
intermediary actors, between their communities, their students, and their school and the 
hierarchal structures of state education. Teachers, though members of their communities, “owned 
important social capital. They were literate, educated, employed by the state, in charge of schools 
and classrooms, and responsible for educating a new generation of of children. They held 
                                                
33 Iván Molina Jiménez and Steven Palmer, Educando a Costa Rica, Alfabetización popular, 
formación docente y género (1880-1950), (San José, C.R.: EUNED, 2003) 45. 
34 Del Moral, Negotiating Empire, 186. 
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authority and status outside of the schools as well as members of the professional class in local 
communities.”35 
 In most cases, “public schoolteachers were not revolutionaries.”36 They contributed to the 
dissemination of a particular identity which re-enforced hegemonic social hierarchies deeply 
informed by race, class, and gender. They worked with the state and their local communities in 
quest for modernity. However, in the Costa Rican case, some of the most prominent names in the 
history of Costa Rican education were, in fact, revolutionaries: Carmen Lyra, one of the 
founding members of the Costa Rican Communist Party and a passionate internationalist, is 
remembered today as a national hero for her service to Costa Rican culture and education. Luisa 
González, today remembered for her role in the first Costa Rican preschool, la Escuela Maternal, 
was a vocal revolutionary and member of the PCCR. Carlos Luis Sáenz and his wife, Adela 
Ferreto, remembered for their contributions to children’s literature and education, were both 
active members of the PCCR and, significantly, were responsible for crafting some state-wide 
text books well into the 1950s. And before them, Joaquín García Monge, Omar Dengo, and 
Roberto Brenes Mesén, were in their youth revolutionary anarchists and employed at high levels 
of state government in the education sector.  
 Costa Rican teachers, like teachers across Latin America, functioned as intermediaries, 
negotiating the cultural politics of schools at various levels of civil society and state government. 
Unlike the rest of Central America, Costa Rican revolutionary teachers were uniquely successful 
at permeating various levels of state government because communism was not officially banned 
                                                
35 Ibid, 9. 
36 Ibid, 20.	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or censored until after 1948. Indeed, revolutionaries within the Costa Rican school were uniquely 
privileged with platforms to negotiate cultural politics, but not without resistance.37 
1.3 THE COSTA RICAN SCHOOL 
For the greater part of the colonial period, there was only one cabildo, or municipal 
government, in all of Costa Rica, located in the province of Cartago. But the 1812 Constitution 
of Cádiz established new schools by relegating responsibilities to newly established 
municipalities throughout the province.38 Over the course of eight years, municipalities and 
schools expanded across the region. Thus, Iván Molina Jiménez confirms, the first educational 
expansion in Costa Rica happened in a context of decentralization of political power and the 
consolidation of education as a municipal activity.39 But, for most of the nineteenth century, 
Costa Rican schools remained severely underfunded and underserviced, and together with the 
effects of the rural exploitation by the agro-export industry of the nineteenth century, the 
education system financially crumbled into inefficiency until well into the 1870s.40 
In his piece, “Educación y sociedad en Costa Rica: de 1821 al presente (una historia no 
autorizada),” Iván Molina Jiménez writes that in the 1870s, the rising financial support from the 
executive power, or the increasingly centralized state, and the expansion of municipalities gave 
way to a new process of educational expansion, through which the school systems tended to 
                                                37	  Rafael Cuevas Molina reminds scholars that this group of politically radical educators, also 
known as la nueva intelectualidad were not politically dominant, but rather formed part of what 
Pierre Bourdieu would call a specific cultural field, or a system of social actors organized 
internally according to a particular hierarchy of power that functions as a social arena of struggle 
over capital. See Rafael Cuevas Molina, Sandino y la intelectualidad costarricense, (San José, 
C.R.: EUNED, 2008), 132. 38	  Iván Molina Jiménez, “Educación y sociedad en Costa Rica: de 1821 al presente (una historia 
no autorizada),” Diálogos Revista Electrónica de Historia 8.2, (San José, C.R.: Universidad de 
Costa Rica, 2007), 156.	  
39 Ibid, 156. 
40 Ibid, 194. 
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expand into rural regions and be more gender inclusive.41  However, into the 1880s, tensions 
between the executive power and municipalities grew. “From the conflict between the executive 
power and the municipalities over control of education came an important difference of focus 
between the politicians that were interested in promoting the best education possible with the 
objective to prepare citizens of the future and those that advocated for minimal education as to 
not run the risk of taking away from the labor forces of the agricultural sphere.”42  
Between 1885 and 1889, elite intellectuals, remembered as Olympians because of their 
“unhindered arrogance,” came to dominate political life.43 This group advocated for “liberal 
reforms, centralized power, the secularization of civil society, the promotion and expansion of 
the agro-export industry, the ‘civilization’ of popular sectors, in other words, the dissemination 
of European positivist and liberal ideologies among the campesinos, urban trades, and artisans, 
and constructed and disseminated a particular national identity.”44  
The Olympians, through the print industry and their near-unanimous control over reforms 
within the educational sphere, created a culture within the Costa Rican school that was 
overwhelmingly patriotic and patriarchal, with the explicit intent to purify, modernize, and 
colonize peripheral, specifically rural populations. From 1880 to 1900, in addition to ideological 
propaganda through the press, the Olympians took on the role of what Antonio Gramsci calls the 
“ethical” or “educator” state, where they “worked within the state’s cultural apparatus at one 
level or another and their intellectual labour was incorporated into a nationalist discourse that 
                                                
41 Ibid, 194. 
42 Ibid, 195.	  43	  Iván Molina Jiménez, “Educación y sociedad en Costa Rica: de 1821 al presente (una historia 
no autorizada),” Diálogos Revista Electrónica de Historia 8.2, (San José, C.R.: Universidad de 
Costa Rica, 2007), 51.  44	  Ibid, 51. 
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was predominantly organised and deployed as part of the co-ordinated ethical activity of the 
state.”45  
In 1886, the state ratified the Ley general de educación común, which transferred an 
unprecedented amount of power to the state over public education. The state was now 
responsible for selecting and inspecting scholastic texts, regulating and elaborating curricula, and 
funding teachers with credit for approved projects, like civic parties or events, in public 
schools.46 Significantly, it was during this short period that the state introduced civics, military 
history, and agricultural and domestic sciences to official curricula.  That said, there were still 
limited options for education for the urban poor and rural populations. These limitations, 
however, as Iván Molina Jiménez demonstrates in “Educación y sociedad,” opened spaces for 
the formation of social and political leaders aligned with notions of social progress and justice.47 
Indeed, the expanding educational sphere made way for the mainstream emergence of radical 
and revolutionary political discourse, but also facilitated the dissemination of elite nationalist 
discourse. 
In response to the growing presence of anarchist and socialist thought among leading 
twentieth-century intellectuals, including Joaquín García Monge and Omar Dengo, the state 
censored teachers on the left. García Monge was himself removed from his position as an 
educator in 1905 for his political alignment. Despite this censorship, the radical nueva 
                                                45	  Steven Palmer, “Getting to Know the Unknown Soldier: Official Nationalism in Liberal Costa 
Rica, 1880-1900,” Journal of Latin American Studies 25.1 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1993), 
53.  46	  See David Díaz-Arias, “Ritos escolares y símbolos nacionales en la fiesta de la independencia 
en Costa Rica, 1899-1921” Praxis 57 (San José, C.R.: EUNA, 2004), 65-84 for a look at the 
increasing nationalist ideological influence on the school from the state up to the 1920s. 	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intelectualidad and later the revolutionary communists infiltrated the educational sphere at the 
highest levels of government, despite measured attacks from the oligarchy.  
The first two decades of the twentieth century were a period of pedagogical negotiation. 
Intellectual elites across the ideological spectrum valued modernity and progress, and understood 
modern pedagogy as a means to achieve progress, as defined by their own ideological 
frameworks. However, despite the campaigns for reform from la nueva intelectualidad, the 
proposed reforms for a modern, standardized pedagogy in Costa Rican schools failed in 1920. 
That year, a law passed congress called the Ley Orgánica del Personal Docente, which legally 
defined acceptable and unacceptable behavior for state educators and specifically barred teachers 
from disrupting the supposed “political neutrality” of the classroom. This law was one 
contributing factor in the de-radicalization of some of the nueva intelectualidad and the 
radicalization of others, contributing to the formation of various socialist political parties 
throughout the 1920s, and later, the Costa Rican Communist Party in 1931.  
Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Costa Rican intellectuals were 
uniquely connected with Chilean intellectuals. Several of the elite intellectuals from la nueva 
intelectualidad, including Joaquín García Monge and Omar Dengo, studied in Chile. 
Additionally, several Chilean intellectuals had their hand in shaping Costa Rican education 
throughout the twentieth century, leading up to the 1935 Misión Pedagógica Chilena, a campaign 
designed by the Costa Rican state to invite Chilean educators to Costa Rica to evaluate and 
improve Costa Rican pedagogy. The campaign concluded that Costa Rican pedagogy was 
severely outdated and inefficient, but the state, still recovering from the economic depression of 
the 1930s, applied none of the measures suggested by the Mission. 
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Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, teachers on the left were increasingly censored and 
attacked by leading politicians as Costa Rican politics polarized. In May, 1939, Trabajo, the 
newspaper for the Costa Rican Communist Party, published a piece by Carmen Lyra originally 
written for and published in La Tribuna entitled, “Carmen Lyra hace una brillante defense a los 
maestros comunistas,” in which she acknowledges the slanderous tactics of the Calderonista48 
political party within the print industry and their blatant attacks against the communist teachers.49  
As the 1930s and 1940s progressed, increased censorship and intervention within the 
classroom led a group of radicalized educators to form the Association of Kindergarten Teachers 
(ANDE). ANDE published a political manifesto in 1947, which, as Carmen Lyra pointed out, 
demonstrated two things: 1) That Costa Rican women were not sitting on the political side-lines, 
and 2) That teachers who refused to pretend to be apolitical were coming out of hiding, this time 
under the banner of ANDE.50  
The Costa Rican school, coming out of a period of decentralization in the nineteenth 
century, went through several periods of reform leading up to the centralization of the school in 
the twentieth century. The centralized school, under the direct control of the state, was carefully 
monitored and maintained as a place of “political neutrality,” or rather, a space with limited 
opportunity for negotiation of and resistance to the status quo. Despite the polemic measures 
taken by the state to censor educators on the left, women teachers successfully mobilized and 
participated in the on-going negotiations over the cultural politics of the classroom.  
  
                                                48	  The Calderonistas supported Republican candidate Rafael Ángel Calderón Guardia, who is 
remembered for his social work as a medical doctor and his social-oriented platform. 
49 In 1943, the Calderonistas and the PCCR would form an alliance and a new party to combat 
the liberals together, but in 1939, the two were still competing parties for the 1940 election. 50	  Carmen Lyra, “Carmen Lyra se dirige a las damas del capital,” Trabajo, 2 August 1947, 2-3. 
     
21 
CHAPTER 2: REVOLUTIONARY FEMINISTS 
As the nineteenth century came to a close, within the context of an optimistically growing 
agro-export economy, which subsequently led to an increasingly powerful political oligarchy and 
a growing professional class, European ideologies, e.g. liberalism and positivism, permeated 
Costa Rican intellectual life as it had elsewhere in Latin America. The Olympians, the 
intellectual elite of the period, directed social life through policy and reform, and tended to 
negotiate these policies and reforms through the press. 
Important information, relevant materials, pedagogical training, and advocacy for new 
methodologies were all disseminated through educational publications, including La Enseñanza 
(1884), El Maestro (1885), Boletín de las escuelas primarias (1892), and La educación 
costarricense (1909). These publications met an explicit demand for training and continuity, and 
aimed to contribute to the progressive evolution of local schools, which was considered, as 
Olympian Carlos Gagini (1865-1925) wrote, “one of the most sacred duties imposed by 
patriotism.”51  
It is in this context that social reform movements took root within Costa Rican 
intellectual circles and Carmen Lyra and Luisa González began their careers as politically active 
educators.52 Lyra and González worked as teachers, authors, and editors, but their work as 
educators cannot be separated from their political legacies. These revolutionary feminists 
actively protested against the repressive, authoritarian Tinoco dictatorship, they relentlessly 
                                                51	  Carlos Gagini. “Editorial,” La educación costarricense, (Heredia, C.R.: Liceo de Heredia, 
1909), 1. 52	  Various social reform movements throughout the 1920s and 1930s paved the way for the 1931 
foundation of the Costa Rican Communist Party, of which both Lyra and González were active 
members. The first Socialist Party was founded in 1920 by Aniceto Montero, Jorge Volio, in 
1923, founded the Reformist Party, and Joaquín García Monge directed the Alliance of Workers, 
Campesinos, and Intellectuals and the Revolutionary Association of Labor Culture.
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criticized North Atlantic imperialism, regional xenophobia, domestic nationalism, and “the cult 
of the flag,” and they worked toward social justice in the classroom through the implementation 
of Montessorian pedagogical practices.53,54,55 Indeed, these revolutionary feminists negotiated 
toward a political culture of inclusion and engagement and functioned as intermediaries between 
their students and the liberal agro-export oligarchy through their respective periodicals, Lyra’s 
San Selerín and González’s Triquitraque.   
2.1 CARMEN LYRA 
In 1888, young and unwed Elena Carvajal gave birth to María Isabel Carvajal in San 
José. In 1901, María Isabel started classes at the Colegio Superior de las Señoritas, and by 1904, 
at the age of sixteen, she began her first job as a rural schoolteacher in the province of Heredia. 
In 1906, under the direction of her former teacher and mentor, Joaquín García Monge, eighteen-
year-old María Isabel began writing under the pseudonym Carmen Lyra.  
Elizabeth Rosa Horan, in her book The Subversive Voice of Carmen Lyra (2000) 
confirms, “From the start, she published under the name Carmen Lyra, a pseudonym that her 
friend, writer and editor Joaquín García Monge, created for her. Living in Santiago, Chile, he had 
noted the city buses named for the streets at either end of their routes: a bus line named 
                                                53	  See Carmen Lyra, “El culto de la bandera,” El Maestro,15 Sept 1929, 4-5.	  54	  Scholars have tended to erase, and even manipulate, Lyra’s feminist ideals because of her 
personal and political disagreements with the Costa Rican Feminist Movement, which was 
notably classist and racist. See Sara Sharratt, “The Suffragist Movement, 1889-1949” in The 
Costa Rican Women’s Movement (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1997), 72. 
55 The Montessori Method is a pedagogical methodology designed by Maria Montessori, which 
centers on cultivating peace, for Maria Montessori understood education as the best method for 
achieving large-scale peace. Education, she believed, functioned to serve children in their 
intellectual development and self-discovery. Montessori emphasized child social and political 
consciousness, and actively advocated for children’s rights. For further information see: Maria 
Montessori, The Advanced Montessori Method; Scientific Pedagogy as Applied to the Education 
of Children from Seven to Eleven Years. (London: W. Heinemann, 1917) and Priya Darshini 
Baligadoo, "Peace Profile: Maria Montessori—Peace Through Education." Peace Review 26, no. 
3 (July 2014): 427-433. 
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‘Carmen,’ ‘Lyra,’. . .”56 María Eugenia Dengo, in her book Tierra de Maestros (2011) suggests 
that García Monge was inspired by a street named “Carmen” and a plaza named “Lira” while 
living in Chile, but in either case, the populist origins of “Carmen Lyra” are evident. Horan 
astutely adds: 
The new identity, Carmen Lyra, brushes past the social inconveniences of María 
Isabel Carvajal’s run-of-the-mill civil name, with the glaring absence of a paternal 
surname and family connections. The veneer of classical allusion in Carmen Lyra 
nods to liberal, secular republicanism, while its populist origins in the names of 
city buses are available to comrades “in the know.”57 
 
Carmen Lyra was an educator and an activist, but rarely distinguished the two. After 
Joaquín García Monge established the department of Children’s Literature for the Escuela 
Normal in 1918, he appointed Carmen Lyra as the chair of the department. Inspired by the 
international communist movement in Europe, but motivated by local, popular struggles, by the 
late 1910s, Lyra’s political consciousness was fundamentally feminist,58 leftist, anti-nationalist, 
anti-imperialist, and, above all, marked by her position as a social outcast.59  
After organizing with feminist kindergarten teachers to effectively bring down the Tinoco 
dictatorship in 1919, Carmen Lyra, with Lilia González and Matilda Carranza, traveled to 
Belgium, France, and Italy, directly financed by the state during the Acosta administration. 
There, Lyra encountered the Montessori Method, and upon return to Costa Rica in 1921, 
resumed her position at the Escuela Normal, bringing back with her the Montessori Method. In 
1926, Carmen Lyra, with Luisa González and Margarita Castro, founded the first Montessori 
                                                56	  Elizabeth Rosa Horan, ed, The Subversive Voice of Carmen Lyra, Selected Words, 
(Gainesville, FL: UPFlorida, 2000), 5. 57	  Ibid 5-6 
58 Carmen Lyra was keenly aware that within the class struggle, it was women and children who 
suffered the most. See Carmen Lyra, “Llamamiento a las mujeres de la clase trabajadora de 
Costa Rica,” Trabajo, 2 Febrero 1933.  59	  Carmen Lyra was a social outcast of her time, she did not conform to her ascribed social role 
as a woman, she never married or had children, and she died alone in exile. 
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Escuela Maternal, or preschool. Luisa González confirms in her book A ras del suelo (1970), 
“[The Escuela Maternal] was a new school [Carmen Lyra] had imagined when she returned from 
Europe, where she studied the modern methods of pre-school education.”60 The school, 
according to Luisa González, was to serve “the poor children that lived by the banks of the 
Torres River. . .”61  
However, in the years following the founding of her Montessori preschool in 1926, 
growing increasingly disillusioned with the discrepancies between her material reality and 
idealist promises of her mentors, Carmen Lyra decidedly turned toward materialism and focused 
her approach to social justice on class struggle inspired by international and regional communist 
movements.62 “We could then understand the problems of our school within the totality of the 
social and economic phenomenon, the class struggle, after we had understood that education is 
not an isolated problem outside of the economic and political phenomena of society, nor can it be 
resolved with utopic or idealist plans, outside of the social reality in which the school exists.”63 
Five years later, in 1931, with Manuel Mora, Carmen Lyra was one of the first founders 
of the Costa Rican Communist Party (PCCR), the first political party in Costa Rica to recognize 
women’s political rights as an official part of their platform.64 Throughout the 1930s, she 
continued advocating through various publications, including Trabajo, the official newspaper of 
the PCCR, for women’s unions, teachers, agricultural workers, and children. She vehemently 
promoted proletarian internationalism rather than elite nationalism, social equity, and child 
welfare and agency, even after the de-radicalization of official PCCR rhetoric and policy after 
                                                
60 Luisa González, A ras del suelo (San José, C.R.: Editorial Costa Rica, 1994), 121. 
61 Ibid, 123. 
62 See Luisa González, A raz del suelo,130-34.  
63 Luisa González, A raz del suelo, 134. 
64 Sharratt, “The Suffragist Movement, 1889-1949,” 72. 
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1936. Indeed, Carmen Lyra, and her comrade Luisa González ideologically aligned with the 
USSR, despite their party’s focus on social democrat policy and reformism.65  
Also during this period, the women’s suffragist movement and the feminist movement 
were gaining considerable traction. Carmen Lyra never associated with the Costa Rican feminist 
movement, which advocated a “not completely egalitarian” feminism that was “certainly not free 
of racism.”66 In fact, Yadira Calvo Fajardo, in her chapter “Different Times, Women, Visions” in 
The Costa Rican Women’s Movement: A Reader (1997), confirms “In 1931, [the Feminist 
League] proposed to the Costa Rican Legislative Assembly a bill granting the right to vote to a 
limited group of women who, because of intellectual capacity demonstrated by titles and 
professions, could prove their good sense, wisdom, and maturity.”67 Because contemporary law 
stated that women, children, and the insane could not vote, the approach of the Costa Rican 
Feminist League, under the leadership of Angela Acuña, was to distance professional class 
women as a superior group from working class women, children, and the disabled in order to 
gain political rights.68  
Despite claims that “[Lyra] fought primarily for worker’s welfare and did not see 
feminist struggles as a separate issue,” Lyra understood the struggle of women and children to be 
distinct from that of men, even within the same class. 69 70 What Lyra rejected was a bourgeois 
                                                65	  This was especially true in terms of pedagogical negotiation. In “Reseña de libros, Educación 
y lucha de clases,” Trabajo, 19 November 1938, 4-6, Carmen Lyra defends the USSR 
pedagogical techniques over the fascist methods of the Italians and the Germans, to which she 
accused contemporary leaders, like Minister of Education León Cortés, of conforming. 
66 Ibid, 72. 
67 Yadira Calvo Fajardo, “Different Times, Women, Visions,” The Costa Rican Women’s 
Movement: A Reader (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1997) 9. 
68 Calvo, “Different Times,” 9.	  
69 Sharrat, “The Suffragist Movement,” 72. 
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appropriation of the feminist liberation struggle as something that would alienate and oppress 
other vulnerable populations, like working-class women and especially children.71 Sharrat 
confirms, “Acuña’s and [Lyra’s] lives were curiously intertwined throughout this period and, in 
separate but related struggles, they were almost always on opposite sides in their political 
alliances. They never resolved their differences, and this affected the struggle for women’s 
political rights.”72 Feminist movements across Latin America have faced similar struggles of 
incorporating working class and marginalized women into the urban elite suffragist 
movements.73 And in the Costa Rican case, Carmen Lyra fought for the liberation of the 
oppressed, e.g. workers, women, and especially children, and was unwilling to compromise that 
conviction for an imported liberal feminism.74 Nevertheless, Carmen Lyra wrote with a feminist 
consciousness.   
In the 1940s, the PCCR formed the Vanguard Party with the republican, but socially 
oriented, Calderonistas. With the increasing momentum of the Popular Vanguard Party, the elite 
agro-export oligarchy and the PCCR compromised in 1943, when the Popular Vanguard Party 
official declared itself not communist.75 Indeed, Jeffery M. Paige confirms, “when Communist 
                                                                                                                                                       
70 “Compañeras: We have to fight to tear down a regimen that permits these kinds of absurdities, 
where women and children are the worst victims.” Carmen Lyra, “Llamamiento a las mujeres de 
la clase trabajadora de Costa Rica, Manifiesto de Carmen Lyra,” Trabajo, 2 Febrero 1933. 71	  See Carmen Lyra, “Carmen Lyra se dirige a las damas del capital,” Trabajo, 2 August 1947, 
1-3.  
72 Sharrat, “The Suffragist Movement,” 72. 73	  For a look at how women’s movements have historically incorporated and/or excluded 
working class women in Brazil, see Sonia E. Alvarez, Engendering Democracy in Brazil, 
Women’s Movements in Transition Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990). For a 
look at how the Feminist League in Puerto Rico reinforced oppressive hierarchies in their pursuit 
of the vote, see Magali Roy-Féquière, Women, Creole Identity, and Intellectual Life in Early 
Twentieth-Century Puerto Rico, (Philadephia: Temple University Press, 2004). 
74 Acuña had lived and studied in England and was inspired by English women’s movements.  75	  See	  Iván Molina Jiménez, Pasados de la memoria (2008) for a look at the shifting alliance 
between the PCCR and the Calderonistas between 1938 and 1943.  
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popular mobilization came to Costa Rica, it affected the foreign-dominated banana sector, not 
the coffee sector, where it might have threatened the interest or even survival of the coffee 
elite.”76 From Carmen Lyra’s own written production of the 1930s and 1940s, it is clear that she 
did not fully align with the official rhetoric of the party in their leniency to the nationalization 
efforts of the oligarchy, but rather engaged with the proletarian internationalism coming out of 
the print culture of the peripheries.77 Nevertheless, she was loyal to her party, and understood the 
sacrifices they were making were for the good of the Costa Rican people.78 
The strategic compromises made by the left were successful in winning the popular vote. 
Rafael Calderón Guardia and the Popular Vanguard Party democratically won the 1948 election, 
despite official results of the time, which had declared León Cortés victorious.79 Following an 
outcry of fraud by the Popular Vanguard Party, Costa Rica erupted in civil war, and after the 
defeat of the Calderonistas and the Popular Vanguard Party, within the context of international 
anti-communist anxiety, the communists were exiled. A year later, María Isabel Carvajal, la 
Chabela, died in solitude. 
2.2 LUISA GONZÁLEZ 
Luisa González Gutiérrez was born in Heredia in 1904, the first of Ismael González and 
Rosalina Gutiérrez’s seven children. González attended primary school in San José, where she 
lived most of her childhood in an impoverished barrio, inside her family’s artisanal workshop. In 
                                                
76 Jeffery M. Paige, Coffee and Power, 127. 77	  See Lara Putnam, “Circum-Atlantic Print Circuits and Internationalism from the Peripheries in 
the Interwar Era,” in James Connolly, ed., Print Culture Beyond the Metropolis, (University of 
Toronto Press, forthcoming) Web. < https://www.academia.edu/25286102/Circum-
Atlantic_Print_Circuits_and_Internationalism_from_the_Peripheries_in_the_Interwar_Era>	  78	  Carmen Lyra, “Mi Partido,” Trabajo, 12 Febrero 1944, 2-4. 
79 See Iván Molina Jiménez, "The Polarization of Politics," The Costa Rica Reader, ed. by Iván 
Molina Jiménez and Steven Palmer (Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2006), 163-69.  
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1918, González enrolled in the Escuela Normal, in Heredia. In November 1922, under the 
direction of Carmen Lyra, department chair of the Children’s Literature program at the Escuela 
Normal, the Costa Rican teacher training academy, Luisa González wrote a theatrical piece, 
called “Pinocho enfermo” or “Pinocchio is sick.” The piece, and an accompanying musical 
arrangement to which she wrote the lyrics, was published in issue 36 of San Selerín in June, 
1923. González graduated from the Escuela Normal in December, 1922. 
 In 1926, together with Carmen Lyra and Margarita Castro, González inaugurated the first 
Montessorian Escuela maternal. In 1928, she publicly declared her support for the Sandinistas 
and their struggle in Nicaragua. Three years later, González formally joined the Costa Rican 
Communist Party PCCR in 1931.  
 In 1933, Luisa González Gutiérrez married Gonzalo González González, San Selerín co-
editor Lilia González’s older brother, who as the founder of the Caja Costarricense Seguro 
Social’s pharmacy program, with Luisa’s influence, pushed for wider access to healthcare and 
medical treatment.80 In 1936, with the Association of Kindergarten Teachers, which included 
liberal-leaning Emma Gamboa and Lilia Ramos, Luisa González started publishing Triquitraque.
 In 1937, however, after the election of Nazi-sympathizer and fervent anti-communist 
León Cortés, newly appointed Minister of Education Alejandro Aguilar Machado dismissed 
Luisa González from her position at the Escuela Omar Dengo, the school she built, on charges of 
politicizing education. This was the second time in her career she had been politically censored. 
In 1940, with Carmen Lyra, Adela Ferreto, Carlos Luis Sáenz, and leading feminist intellectual 
Emilia Prieto among others, González helped open the Universidad Popular, an institution 
                                                80	  Costa Rica’s institution of social security  
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designed for working class adults. Upon the founding of the Popular Vanguard Party in 1943, 
Luisa González worked as the party’s treasurer.   
After the 1948 Civil War, Luisa González was not exiled, and she worked to maintain the 
memory of her mentor and ally, Carmen Lyra, who died in exile. After the death of Lyra in 1949, 
González started the Carmen Lyra Union, a feminist union. In 1955, she helped create the 
Carmen Lyra Cultural Center, and in 1972, she published “Carmen Lyra and Her Literary 
Works.” Luisa González continued throughout her life to struggle for women’s rights and 
worker’s rights. Luisa González passed away in 1999. 
2.3 MONTESSORI AND MODERNITY 
 “Full of enthusiasm and joy, we opened the doors of the Maternal [preschool] (behind the 
great Metal Building) one morning in April of 1926 to hundreds of children that came to educate 
themselves, to take joy in the special, modern equipment, inside a cozy environment carefully 
prepared in an attempt to cultivate their intelligence and their child’s sensibility . . . in that 
modern kindergarten.”81 In her book, A ras del suelo, Luisa González narrates the opening of the 
1926 Escuela Maternal, a school that she, along with co-founders Carmen Lyra and Margarita 
Castro, perceived to be an “oasis of peace, of joy, and of culture.”82  
 The Escuela Maternal functioned as a Montessori school. González confirms, “We had in 
our hands the scientific methods that we learned from the books of Maria Montessori and 
Decroly and many other modern pedagogists.”83 This sense of modernity was enriched with 
significant cultural capital in 1920s Costa Rica. As in other Latin American countries, political 
discourse at the beginning of the twentieth century was characterized by a sense of urgency 
                                                
81 Luisa González, A raz del suelo, 123. Emphasis added. 
82 Ibid, 123.	  
83 Ibid, 123. 
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toward industrialization and modernity. But the appeal of modernity, specifically of modern 
pedagogy, for González and the revolutionary feminists, was its promise of social justice.84 
“Such methods could not fail; we knew well the psychological foundations to cultivate in the 
children habits of hygiene, of discipline, of study and work ethic; we knew how to stimulate in 
them artistic sensibility, convinced of the value of esthetic education during the first years of 
childhood.”85 Indeed, González and Lyra were equipped with Montessorian notions of childhood 
as a stage of development distinct from adulthood, notions of children as active social 
participants, of child consciousness, and of children’s rights.   
 Equipped with these notions, Carmen Lyra and Luisa González functioned as 
intermediaries between their students, and subsequently all children in central Costa Rica, and 
the state through their activism and particularly through their respective children’s periodicals. I 
have mentioned the precedent set by the Olympians to disseminate and negotiate both pedagogy 
and the political culture of the classroom through periodicals. Adding to this precedent, Lyra and 
González aimed to include and engage children in relevant socio-political debates. The didactic 
materials they produced for these periodicals demonstrate a clear and indivisible connection 
between their political convictions and their roles as educators, authors, and activists, despite the 
patriarchal shadow of official PCCR discourse.  
   
                                                84	  It is also worth mentioning the significance and appeal of Maria Montessori, her history as a 
social outcast due to her condition as an Italian immigrant woman in the turn-of-the-century 
United States and her legacy as a feminist, to the revolutionary feminists in Costa Rica.	  
85 Luisa González, A raz del suelo, 123-124.	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CHAPTER 3: SAN SELERÍN, 1912-1913 
Co-edited by Carmen Lyra and Lilia González (1891-1973),86 San Selerín was the very 
first periodical published specifically for children in Costa Rica, and it was through this 
periodical that Carmen Lyra, and co-editor Lilia González, negotiated the culture of Costa Rican 
schools as intermediaries between the state and their readers, children whom they perceived to be 
rational, capable, and socially and politically conscious. Indeed, San Selerín functioned as a 
didactic and cultural tool for children, intended in part to connect children with their social and 
political realities, as per the Martí model.87 By engaging with San Selerín, this chapter seeks to 
elucidate the indivisible connections between Carmen Lyra’s ideological convictions and the 
didactic materials she produced as co-editor of San Selerín. I emphasize San Selerín’s role as an 
intermediary, negotiating toward a culture of inclusion and engagement.  
I begin with a brief discussion of pedagogical paradigms that framed the production of 
San Selerín. Then, I examine the ways in which the periodical included and engaged its readers 
in current events and political discourse. I next analyze the periodical’s content and discuss the 
ways in which it reflects, often times subversively, Carmen Lyra’s political convictions. But 
first, it is worth briefly noting San Selerín’s basic structure and its history. 
Costa Rica’s national library system, SINABI,88 holds an impressively complete 
collection of the first phase of publication of San Selerín. Between 1912 and 1913, Carmen Lyra 
and Lilia González published 22 issues of San Selerín, numbers one through eight in 1912, and 
                                                86	  Lilia González was a member of the elite González family. She is remembered for her active 
participation with the Asociación Nacional de Educadores (ANDE) and her passion for modern 
pedagogies. In her youth, she worked as a primary school teacher and editor. In 1945, she began 
teaching at the Universidad de Costa Rica, and in 1959, she was promoted to Vice Dean of the 
Faculty of Education. 	  87	  See Carlos Luis Sáenz, “Estudio introductorio,” in Literatura infantil costarricense, Luis 
Ferrero Acosta, ed. (San José C.R.: Ministerio de Educación Pública, 1958) xv. 88	  Sistema Nacional de Bibliotecas 
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numbers nine through 22 in 1913. SINABI holds issues one, three through seven, and nine 
through 22 for this first phase. The first issue in the SINABI collection, number one, was 
published on August 1, 1912, and Carmen Lyra and Lilia González published a new issue every 
two weeks during the scholastic year, from approximately April 1st to November 15th.   
The content during San Selerín’s first phase of publication varied little. Lyra and 
González rarely diverted from three broad categories: narrative, expository, and verse. For the 
purposes of this analysis, I consider a narrative to be any literature with a setting, characters, and 
a temporal logic. An expository piece, on the other hand, is any type of didactic literature, that is, 
any type of literature intended to expose the reader to new information. While narratives can 
certainly be didactic, what really separates these two categories is that narratives develop 
characters and expository pieces do not. Finally, I consider verse to be literature presented for the 
purpose of recitation, be that a song, poem, chant, or rhyme.  
TABLE 1: CATEGORICAL DISTRIBUTION IN SAN SELERÍN, 1912-1913 
 1912 1913 
Narrative 19 36 
Expository 8 23 
Verse 8 20 
Children’s Theatre 1 0 
Activities 1 0 
Current Events 0 2 
Child Contribution 0 1 
TOTAL ISSUES 7 14 
 
Source: Carmen Lyra and Lilia González, eds. San Selerín, (San José, C.R.) 1912-1913 
During both years, Lyra and González emphasized narratives, but expository pieces and 
verses carried about the same weight. With the exception of the first issue of each year, which 
featured twenty pages, each issue was sixteen pages long. Although in 1913 Lyra and González 
published a lower quantity of pieces in each issue, the narratives in particular were significantly 
longer on average in 1913 than in 1912.  
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From a qualitative perspective, the evolution of San Selerín reveals developing notions of 
what these editors considered valuable for their young readers. Significantly, some issues 
featured communication with San Selerín, the title character that actively engaged with children, 
introducing them to new material or important editorial information. San Selerín functioned as a 
type of narrator that welcomed readers to the periodical and guided them between stories. 
Additionally, San Selerín often added extra commentary to particularly relevant pieces. 
During the first year of publication, Lyra and González organized most issues with a 
relatively clear theme. The August 1912 theme, for example, was compassion for animals. The 
issue featured a narrative written by Carmen Lyra, called “La Garza Blanca,” which exposed the 
reality of animal cruelty in the feather industry and condemned the use of feathers for fashion 
among elites. Other themes throughout the year included “hogar feliz” or “happy home,” 
stewardship of nature, and adulation for trees. Significantly, issues for September and October, 
months rich for cultivating nationalist discourse given their civic value for Costa Rica,89 have no 
clear thematic organization.  
For the second year of publication, Lyra and González changed directions a bit, and 
emphasized San Selerín’s role as the title character in the magazine more. In the introductory 
issue, San Selerín addresses his readers:  
Look how I bring my basket full of tales and characters that I have found for you: 
This one is “The Little Red Riding Hood” and this other one is called 
“Cinderella;” look at these illustrations: They are of June bugs, butterflies, 
squirrels, etc., whose surprising mannerisms I witnessed in the country side while 
I was buried under the trees; here come the histories of many men whose 
memories you should venerate because they have done all of the wonderful things 
that today humanity enjoys.”90 
 
                                                
89 In September, Costa Ricans celebrate Independence Day, and in October, Costa Ricans 
celebrate Columbus and the Spanish conquest of the Americas. 90	  Carmen Lyra and Lilia González, ed. “Buenos Días!” San Selerín 1 April 1912, 2-3.  
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 In 1913, most issues thematically revolved around an important figure. For example, 
issues 13 through 15 gave biographies and famous works by Hans Christian Anderson, The 
Grimm Brothers, and Charles Perrault respectively. Other issues featured regional writers and 
artists, such as Edmundo de Amicis, Rubén Coto, and Ada Negri. Indeed, San Selerín’s 1913 
didactic approach of biography coupled with the emphasis on major figures of European culture 
was well within the pedagogical paradigm of the period.  
3.1 PEDAGOGICAL PARADIGMS, 1909-1919 
As mentioned in Chapter One, at the turn of the century, the political discourse within the 
educational sphere celebrated the “utility of education” and its ability to justify and promote 
national development projects.91 In Costa Rica, Olympian Carlos Gagini elaborated new 
educational programs that would be the foundation of Costa Rican education from 1909 to 1919. 
In harmony with progressive education, Gagini sought to train students to see patterns of 
progress and to apply those patterns nationally. In the “1909 Official Programs of Primary 
Instruction,” Gagini affirmed: 
Primary school today is not concerned with supplying children with the greatest 
flow of knowledge possible, but rather rationally developing all of their activities. 
To accustom the students to attentive observations, to logical reasoning, to exact 
expression, to motivate them to action, to work, to inspire in them confidence in 
their own strength and awaken in them the feeling of responsibility, to accustom 
them to daily hygiene habits . . . The child should not be a passive listener, but 
rather an active collaborator in the work of their education . . . [The child] should 
engage in frequent manual exercises in order to accustom them to see work as a 
pleasure.92 
 
                                                91	  José Antonio Salas Víquez, “La enseñanza de la historia en Costa Rica. 1870-1950: Una 
aproximación desde la historia social del currículum,” Perspectivas. Revista de Investigación.  
Teoría y Didáctica de los Estudios Sociales (San José, C.R.: UCR, 2010), 91.     92	  Secretaría de Instrucción Pública, “Programas Oficiales de Instrucción Primaría. 1909,” 
Tipografía Nacional (San José, C.R., 1909), 3-4.  
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And it was this same progress-driven sentiment that fueled popular literacy movements 
and the Educational Reform of 1886, which enabled the rapid expansion of the education system 
at the turn of the century. Despite contemporary rhetoric, rather than some mythical, inherent 
longing for peace and education, elites aimed to cultivate citizens for the benefit of national 
progress, often with little concern for the tangible welfare of the citizen. For the sake of liberal 
progress, the state invested heavily in educational infrastructure. In 1906 alone, 388 new schools 
opened, which was a 65.8% increase from 1883. And to fill these new schools, the state also 
invested in training teachers. In 1885, there were 219 teachers in Costa Rica, 29% of which 
practiced with a formal title. In other words, only about 64 active teachers in 1885 had received 
formal training and certification. By 1911, there were 953 teachers, with 13.5%, or about 129, 
with formal degrees.93 
On the other hand, over 80% of working teachers in 1911 were not officially certified. 
Most of these teachers were incredibly young and new to the professional class.94 Navigating this 
new social position meant that many times there was no clear distinction between the teachers’ 
socio-political reality and the didactic materials they developed.95 Most teachers actively 
promoted personal hygiene, public health, and social progress as part of the liberal nationalist 
discursive strategy to “purify” and colonize peripheral citizens. They negotiated with both local 
communities and the increasingly centralized state government.  
                                                93	  Iván Molina Jiménez, “Educación y sociedad en Costa Rica: de 1821 al presente (una historia 
no autorizada),” Diálogos Revista Electrónica de Historia 8.2, (San José, C.R.: Universidad de 
Costa Rica, 2007), 221.	  94	  For example, when San Selerín debuted in 1912, Carmen Lyra was only 24 years old, and 
Lilia González was only 20. 95	  In A ras del suelo, Luisa González describes the difficulties she and her colleagues 
experienced as new members of a growing professional class yet still surrounded by poverty and 
misery. Carmen Lyra expresses similar sentiments in Siluetas de la Maternal.	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Motivated by the notions progressive education of preparation and diverse learning 
resources, teachers also sought to create didactic everyday materials for their students. The 
nineteenth century witnessed a rapid growth in children’s literature in Europe, especially after 
1850. Indeed, the Victorian era was the golden age for European children’s literature. The wave 
of children’s literature came to Latin America at the turn of the century, and shortly after there 
was a boom in children’s literature in Latin America. 
In 1905, Cuban intellectual José Martí’s “Edad de Oro,” a collection of didactic literature 
designed specifically for children was published for the first time in Cuba.96 “Edad de Oro” was 
“a university for children, the only one to have existed in America.”97 Its goal was to prepare 
children for intellectual development, introduce them to their histories and their identities, and 
provide a space of joy and delight for children. After all, Martí understood childhood to be the 
edad de oro. “Edad de Oro” informed and inspired children’s literature across Latin America. In 
Costa Rica, Joaquín García Monge established the department of Children’s Literature for the 
Escuela Normal in 1918, and Martí’s “Edad de Oro” was an official and essential part of the 
department’s curriculum.  
3.2 INCLUSION AND ENGAGEMENT  
Co-editors Carmen Lyra and Lilia González created a title character, San Selerín,98 to 
accompany their periodical in 1913, and he plays an even larger role in the second phase of San 
Selerín from 1923-1924. Before San Selerín made an appearance, Lyra and González included 
literature that engaged directly with children. For example, in a piece entitle “Conversación,” 
                                                96	  In 1932, the collection was published in Cuba for the first time.	  97	  Italo	  Tedesco,	  Modernismo, americanismo y literatura infantil: América en Martí y Darío. 
(Caracas: Universidad Católica Andrés Bello, 1998), 209.	  98	  San Selerín is a popular children’s rhyme: San Selerín/ de la buena, buena fin,/ Hacemos los 
niñitos/ así, y así, y así. . . (San Selerín/ through great, great means/ We make children/ like this, 
and this, and this.)  
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which was written by Billo, the pseudonym for José María Zeledón, readers are invited to the 
periodical for the first time.99 Billo engages with children from a position of equality and 
solidarity. “We children now have our own periodical!/ What? You laugh?/ You think that only 
you can be little kids and that I cannot also have my childish moments despite how many years 
I’m carrying around and all of the verses I have written?” Billo writes.100 “Well, you’re very 
wrong. I’m just a infantile as you when I throw off the overwhelming load I carry every day, I 
scream, run and jump, and sing in rounds with my friends.”101  
Billo goes on to celebrate the new periodical made just for children. “Our dads and our 
moms and our older brothers and sister can keep being very ‘Yes, Sir/No, Sir’ with their horrible 
papers that talk about horrible crimes and conflicts. . .”102 He thus indicated an awareness of a 
need for specialized literature for children and an intention to fill it. Billo is letting his readers in 
on this, letting them know that their needs are important and valid. He ends his piece alluding to 
Martí’s influence on his writing, “Before, I didn’t know how to console myself in such a simple 
way, and my melancholies were tough; but an advice whispered into my ear late one night by 
another child as big as me made me the owner of the greater treasure. With him, we ought to be 
entertained for hours!”103  
The introductory issue of 1913 opens with a piece by San Selerín, where readers first get 
to engage with him. The piece, entitled “Buenos Días” was published on April 1, 1913. “Good 
morning, beloved children! Finally I am back with you after the summer vacation and I hope 
                                                
99 Zeledón was a prominent figure among the nueva intelectualidad of the early twentieth 
century; a poet and intellectual, he wrote the Costa Rican national anthem, and probably had a 
romantic relationship with co-editor Carmen Lyra.   
100 Billo, “Conversación” San Selerín 1, 1 August 1912, 3.  
101 Ibid, 3. 
102 Ibid, 4. 
103 Ibid, 5. 
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yours have left you just as happy as mine have left me,” San Selerín opens. “Oh how I have 
missed you! Every once in a while, I would dream about you all. One night, I dreamed I was at 
the Escuela del Mauro, sitting on a bench with that naughty boy Rubén Aguilar and we were 
playing with a little mouse I had hidden in my pocket. . . The teacher was Miss Pilar Sánchez, 
but she surprised us and came and took away our mouse.”104 San Selerín continues weaving 
more stories incorporating other real names of local students and teachers. This display of 
familiarity cemented the periodical as a space that served the readers, the children. This type of 
engagement intended to build rapport between the author and the reader and strengthen the bond 
of the intermediary relationship. 
To further demonstrate San Selerín’s connection with San José schools, San Selerín 
included current events about the schools in the periodical. In the 15 July 1913 issue, San Selerín 
tells readers, “In a school in San José, a few days ago there was a party in which one of the 
teachers, Miss Carmen Jiménez, shared these words with the girls: . . . .”105 The piece goes on to 
include a long speech from Miss Jiménez, which addressed the nature of the party at their school. 
“Today there will be a party at school. . . I will tell you why: The President of Costa Rica has 
decided that a part of his salary would be shared every month with one student from each school 
every month. In our school, to be fair, we raffled the prize, and of course, one of you had to be 
the lucky one.”106 The President of Costa Rica, Ricardo Jiménez Oreamuno (1910-1914), made it 
a political priority to support schools and the educational sphere following his father, Jesús 
Jiménez Zamora’s legacy as President (1868-1870) and champion of educational reform, 
specifically the 1886 reform. 
                                                
104 San Selerín, “Buenos Días,” San Selerín, 1 April 1913, 3. 
105 San Selerín, “Una Fiesta,” San Selerín, 15 July 1913, 3.	  
106 Ibid, 3. 
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The point of Miss Jiménez’s words was to remind her students that the money being 
rewarded had nothing to do with goodness, because “goodness is not paid with money; goodness 
can only be paid with love.”107 In an oligarchic society, like that of early twentieth-century Costa 
Rica, to clarify to children that morality and goodness are not in any capacity related to a 
person’s access to capital is absolutely subversive. To tell children, “goodness cannot be paid 
with money, nor is goodness rewarded”108 is to tell children that goodness and capital do not 
necessarily coexist. The statement sub-textually calls into question prestige in relation to capital. 
This piece, “Una Fiesta,” connected readers with everyday current events and political discourse, 
i.e. the current President’s interest in sharing his salary, and did so subversively, by undermining 
the legitimacy of the Costa Rican oligarchy.  
The example of Carmen Jiménez embodies the idea of teachers as intermediaries. The 
state initiated the event, that is that the President would donate a sum of money to one student, 
and the teachers interpreted that event to the children, defined the meaning and the parameters of 
the event, and organized and executed it. In the process of interpreting the message from the 
state, teachers, as sentient human beings, were political. Miss Jiménez shared this letter with a 
political purpose: to undermine the notion that material prosperity and goodness are 
synonymous. And the editors astutely shared this letter in their publication, to share the 
subversive message with all of their readers.  
Indeed, Carmen Lyra and Lilia González frequently included contributions from local 
teachers, and even once, in issue 22, a piece written by twelve-year-old Guillermo Alvarado, to 
honor his passing. The piece, entitled “El Trabajo,” was written as a school assignment about the 
benefits and value of hard work, but was published in San Selerín after the boy was shot to death 
                                                
107 Ibid, 4. 
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by a rogue bullet in his urban barrio. San Selerín writes, “When you read these lines, dedicate an 
affectionate thought to our absent classmate that knew to leave in this live what few at his age 
can: a nice lesson for children and an example of vigorous rectitude for men.”109 It is worth 
clarifying that the editors probably did not believe that Guillermo Alvarado was exceptional 
among children, but rather exaggerated his exceptionalism to honor his memory, which is a 
universal discourse tactic. What is important to note is that the editors believed his words were 
worthy of publication, worthy to share as an example. They seemingly believed it would be an 
example, and that children were capable of following it.  
The content during this first phase of San Selerín, from 1912 to 1913, indicates a budding 
awareness among the editors and contributors of the importance of including and engaging with 
children. Significantly, the content reveals that the editors subversively connected their readers 
with current relevant events. Additionally, the editors created a space in their periodical that 
clearly functioned to serve children and include them.   
3.3 SUBVERSIVE LITERATURE 
San Selerín, above all, functioned as a children’s literary periodical. In it, co-editors Carmen 
Lyra and Lilia González incorporated three primary types of literature: narrative, expository, and 
verse. Because San Selerín was primarily distributed in the classroom directly from teacher to 
student, the content was typically didactic, with the intent to teach. These didactic stories, 
however, much like African and Asian folktales, tended to be subversive.  
 I have selected and analyzed three texts from San Selerín for close analysis, one 
narrative, one expository piece, and one verse. Each of these pieces seeks to engage children in a 
particular socio-cultural debate. The first, a narrative, “Tío Conejo and Mister León,” relates the 
                                                109	  See Guillermo Alvarado, “El Trabajo,” San Selerín, 22 November 1913, 5. 
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tale of a foreign invader and debates on how best to manage that invasion. It reflects early 
twentieth-century tensions between the Left and the Church in response to the social 
consequences of North Atlantic imperialism. 
The second, an expository piece, “Leon Tolstoi,” familiarizes readers with the story of 
rich and powerful Tolstoy who gave up his riches to struggle with the poor against the rich and 
powerful, and extols Tolstoy as a universal hero of the working class. This piece subverts liberal 
nationalist narratives that suggest those in power are morally equipped to be in power, and 
instead casts the oppressed working-class as the noble heroes.  
The third, a verse, “La Patria,” is a poem that questions the liberal construction of 
“Patria” and offers an alternative, that “Patria” is anywhere and everywhere, it is the earth and its 
children. The poem invites readers to question inherited myths and to ignore those that would 
incite hate and violence toward an other. It calls into question notions of national borders and 
identities. The weight of this subversion becomes clear when taking into account that the author 
of this poem also authored the Costa Rican national anthem.   
“TÍO CONEJO Y MISTER LEÓN”  
Tío Conejo, or Uncle Rabbit, is the Central American Briar Rabbit. Inspired by (U.S.) 
American writer Joel Chandler Harris (1848-1908), who compiled and edited African-American 
folktales, including the popular Uncle Remus tales, Latin American folklorists have collected Tío 
Conejo tales from various countries, including Nicaragua, Panama, Ecuador, Venezuela, and 
Colombia. In Costa Rica, Carmen Lyra collected tales, primarily from the Northwest 
(Guanacaste) and the Caribbean (Limón). Lyra encouraged readers to “think sweetly about the 
good, Black grandmothers who would pass the nights telling their grandchildren these simple 
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tales.”110 This particular reminder suggests that Lyra approached these stories with an intention 
of inclusion rather than appropriation. 
Tío Conejo made his San Selerín debut in issue 11, published on May 1, 1913. In a matter 
of introduction, San Selerín explained the origins of Tío Conejo as the product of native peoples 
all over the world, and asserted that the North American Black tradition had “popular tales more 
curious and interesting than any other race.”111 San Selerín then promises to introduce readers to 
all of tío Conejo’s adventures. San Selerín published “The Old Man in the Mountain” in issue 11, 
“Adventures of Tío Conejo” in issue 12, “Tío Conjeo Helps Tía Tortuga” in issue 13, “Tío 
Conejo’s Horse” in issue 16, “Tío Conejo and Mister León” in issue 17, and “Mister Caballo and 
Tía Zorra” in issue 19. These stories tended to relate to relevant socio-political debates, and often 
revealed Lyra’s personal political convictions. 
“Tío Conejo and Mister León,” for example, represents contemporary debates over the 
efficacy of religious social movements and subversively reveals Lyra’s anti-clericism. The story 
opens when one day all of the animals, “big and small, domestic and wild, gathered together 
because they had found themselves a great problem.”112 There was an “enormous, horrible lion” 
that had decided to make himself comfortable in their vecindarios, or neighborhoods, and there 
he swore he would put an end to all the animals unless they offered him three bountiful meals a 
day. 113, 114 The story tells readers that the “poor animals” didn’t have anywhere to get the food to 
                                                110	  Carmen Lyra, “Aventuras de Tio Conejo,” San Selerin, 1 May 1913, 14.	  
111 Ibid, 14. 
112 Carmen Lyra “Tío Conejo y Mister León,” San Selerín, 15 August 1913, 13. 
113 It matters that Lyra uses vocabulary that would be relevant to the child’s lived experiences. 
Not every child has seen a lion or explored the jungle, but every Costa Rican child understood 
vecindarios. It is also worth noting that Lyra did not say the lion invaded their Patrias, their 
nation, or their country, but rather their neighborhoods, which necessarily reflected their class. In 
other words, Lyra seeks to evoke a local, intersectional class-based identity that must be 
protected from the outside force, not a national identity. 
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feed the lion, and, worried, they gathered to consider their options. Tía Zorra suggests praying 
for help from the Virgin. Tío Coyote and Tío Oso also agree that faith in the Virgin is the best 
option, but Tío Conejo has a plan. He proclaims, “We have to end Mister Lion, and I am the man 
that will end him; soon you will all see.”115 Using trickery and wit, Tío Conejo manages to 
overcome Mister Lion by burying him in a hole and ultimately killing him. At the end of the 
story, Tía Zorra, Tío Coyote, and Tío Oso realize that perhaps Tío Conejo is their best ally after 
all. 
IMAGE 2: TÍO CONEJO Y MISTER LEON 
 
Source: “Tio Conejo y Mister Leon” in San Selerín, 15 August 1913, 14 
This children’s tale is a subversive narrative that features a not-always-wholesome 
protagonist who protects all of the animals from the foreign entity subversively identified as a 
threat, aptly named Mister León, as a representation of North Atlantic imperialism, and alludes 
to the efficacy of popular movements over that of the religious faith, or the Church in achieving 
                                                                                                                                                       
114 This metaphorically reflects a society in which a super power exploits the resources of the 
local population by threat of coerce, in other words it reflects early-twentieth-century Central 
American workers under the coercive imperialism of the United States and Great Britain and 
their local land-owning elite allies.	  115	  Ibid, 14. 
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social justice. Indeed, though the Costa Rican left and the Church eventually united under the 
Popular Vanguard Party in the 1940s, at the turn of the century, there was tension and animosity 
between the radical intellectuals and the Church, and this tale illustrates those tensions clearly. 
The promotion of Tío Conejo, and other subversive folktales, suggests that the editors not 
only believed that children were capable of extrapolating values from literature and applying 
them to their social realities, but that they should. These stories suggest that the editors believed 
that children were important and influential social actors, capable of understanding and 
influencing social and political paradigms.  
If anything, Tío Conejo reminds us that to separate Carmen Lyra from her political 
legacy as a revolutionary feminist, who thought and wrote within a proletarian internationalist 
framework is to lose the literature. It is not possible to genuinely celebrate one without the other.  
“LEON TOLSTOI” 
San Selerín was primarily distributed through local classrooms, directly from teachers to 
students in the school. As part of the editors’ goal to diversify didactic materials for students, 
Lyra and González featured several expository pieces in each issue. These pieces’ primary 
function was to expose readers to new information, whether it was scientific, geographic, 
biographic, or historical. Often, the expository pieces, especially the biographies and histories, 
were subversive. A premier example is “Leon Tolstoi,” which was published in the 8 November 
1912 issue. With the biography, which was un-credited, were two translated Tolstoy stories, “El 
perro muerto,” and “La infancia,” and a supporting dialogue, “Diálogo,” by Billo. Carmen Lyra 
believed, as the Russian intellectuals did, that access to popular culture could be an equalizing 
factor in class liberation. 
The biography, most likely authored by co-editor Lyra, reads: 
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In this month, we recognize the two-year anniversary of Leon Tolstoy’s 
death, the elder Saint with the white beard, whose portrait we offer you today. We 
should all love and respect his name because he dedicated his life to be able to 
make the lives of workers and Russian villagers less sad and painful. When you 
are older, you will understand the pain and difficulty that has been the life of the 
Russian people, enslaved by the rich and powerful, and then you will better 
understand the good that Leon Tolstoy has done, struggling to lift up the 
oppressed. He was also rich and powerful, but renounced his material goods and 
social honors in order to make a life that conformed to his convictions. 
He loved children, and for the villagers that lived in his lands, he built a 
school, in which he himself was the teacher. For children, he also wrote many 
stories, some of which San Selerín will share with you later.116 
 
IMAGE 3: LEON TOLSTOI 
 
Source: “Leon Tolstoi,” San Selerín, 8 Nov 1912, 3. 
 
 This biography celebrates a hero of the Russian workers’ movement, and Lyra admired 
and followed Russian intellectuals. Indeed, in several of her publications, Lyra references 
Russian education. This biography frames Tolstoy as a hero for the people, for his work in rural 
education and children’s literature. It further demonstrates the intrinsic link between Lyra’s 
political convictions and the didactic materials she published, for this piece subverts nationalist 
narratives that suggest the rich and powerful are benevolent and morally legitimate leaders in a 
                                                
116 Lyra and González, ed. “Leon Tolstoi,” San Selerín, 8 Nov 1912, 3-4.  
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united march toward modernity, and instead casts them as the enemy against which the working-
class must struggle to end their oppression. Throughout Carmen Lyra’s ideological and 
intellectual development, she followed Russian intellectuals, though after her turn toward 
materialism in the late 1920s, her work reflected a more radically leftist perspective. 
 Additionally, it is worth noting that the piece recognizes that most of its readers are not 
old enough to have been exposed to the history and struggle of the Russian people. Nevertheless, 
the piece uses Tolstoy’s children’s literature to connect Costa Rican children with the 
contemporary social and political debates in Russia. It was absolutely revolutionary for a person 
in 1912 to imagine a child as a relevant political actor who might need this kind of information 
for their own intellectual development. Biography and biographical pieces were paradigmatic of 
the period, of course, but only insomuch as they lent to the nationalist narratives constructed by 
the Liberal nation-state.  
 “LA PATRIA”  
In the 15 September 1913 issue, Lyra and González included a 58-line poem by Billo 
(José María Zeledón), author of the Costa Rican national anthem, entitled “La Patria.”117 This 
poem, instead of celebrating Costa Rica’s exceptional nationalist discourse, subverts that 
message with a message of international solidarity:  
. . . The elders already passed/ that buried the forgotten/ in the tomb where 
they sleep/ forever surrounded by their myths/ come together and they say:/ 
[Patria] is the beloved soils/ in which to the first light/ our eyes open;/ the piece 
of earth/ that between our fixed boundaries/ comes forth thousands of objects/ for 
our affection./ He who loves his patria/ with an exclusive affect,/ must hate the 
other men/ that in foreign places/ also have their patrias/ within their nests./ The 
children of other patrias/ are our enemies/ and to die fighting them/ is the best 
destiny/ that aspire we must/ to be of our own good children. 
And the new thought/ more human and more dignified/ of progress that to 
everything/ gives warmth, strength and brilliance,/ smiles before those old/ and 
                                                
117 Billo, “La Patria,” San Selerín, 15 Sept 1913, 8-9. 
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unlucky men/ and answers: Patria?/ that is the mountain and the river;/ the sun 
that brings us joy,/ the blooming fields,/ the sea that lulls us/ with its continuous 
rhythm,/ the house that give us,/ its delicious cover,/ the sky that tops us,/ and the 
wind that told us/ passing by: how vast/ is the dominion of man!/ Where ever 
there is a field/ and a jungle and a river,/ and a blue sky we see,/ a sun that gives 
us its brilliance,/ and a breeze that kisses us,/ and a roof that covers us,/ that will 
be the Patria/ of our most intimate joys;/ Patria is the earth/ of men and their 
children.”118 
 
This poem reveals Zeledón’s convictions, and more importantly, a twentieth-century 
intellectual tendency to subvert elite nationalism in favor of internationalism. Billo boldly rejects 
narratives of mythical exceptionalism, defies notions of borders and others, and condemns the 
inhumanity of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century nationalist rhetoric.  
Choosing to share this particular poem for the 15 September 1913 issue was a bold 
editorial decision because Costa Rica celebrates its Independence Day on September 15th, and 
this was the only piece in the periodical relevant to the national holiday. There were no 
nationalist symbols, no flags, no histories or traditions, nothing that would indicate that 
September 15th was particularly meaningful to the editors. And significantly, this piece 
showcases one of Carmen Lyra’s particular ideological convictions, that she was fervently 
opposed to nationalist propaganda in the classroom or in didactic materials and suggests that she 
identified as an internationalist rather than a nationalist.119 
 
  
                                                118	  Ibid, 9. 
119 See Lyra, “El Culto de la Bandera,” El Maestro, 15 Sept 1929, 4-5.  
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CHAPTER 4: SAN SELERÍN, 1923-1924 
In 1912, Carmen Lyra and Lilia González made history with the publication of Costa 
Rica’s first children’s periodical, San Selerín. Subversive in nature, the political and professional 
lives of Lyra and González converged in the production of San Selerín. However, after just over 
twenty issues, the periodical went out of circulation.  
In April 1923, with the editorial help of Lyra’s mentor and friend Joaquín García Monge, 
San Selerín launched into a second phase of circulation. Through the publication of this 
periodical, the editors aimed to negotiate the cultural politics of the Costa Rican school. This 
periodical served to connect readers with their socio-political realities, and the editors functioned 
as intermediaries in this process.  
This chapter begins with a brief discussion of pedagogical paradigms that framed the 
production of San Selerín. Then, I examine the ways in which the periodical included and 
engaged its readers in current events and political discourse. I next analyze the periodical’s 
content and discuss the ways in which it reflects, often times subversively, Carmen Lyra’s 
political convictions. But first, it is worth briefly noting San Selerín’s basic structure during this 
second phase. 
SINABI currently holds issues one through 18, 21, and 23 of the total 24 issues that 
circulated between 1923 and 1924. The first issue of the second phase debuted on April 1, 1923. 
Financially supported principally by local teachers in Heredian schools, editors Carmen Lyra, 
Lilia González, and Joaquín García Monge published a new issue every two weeks throughout 
the academic year from April 1923 to July 1924. However, despite a monthly income of about 
100 CRC (Costa Rican Colones) from commercial advertising, the periodical ceased publication 
in August of 1924 with a debt of over 1,000 CRC due to uncollected subscription fees. Indeed, 
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despite using to commercial ads for the second phase of publication, San Selerín struggled to 
stay in circulation. 
 San Selerín was distributed to students through teachers, and funds were to be collected 
after distribution, but editors often failed to collect from local teachers, despite monthly 
reminders in the issues. At the time, San Selerín was the only periodical of its kind for children, 
and didn’t suffer from market competition, but rather from a lack of resources. It is made clear in 
several issues that teachers from schools in San José and Heredia in particular, donated from 
their personal income to support San Selerín, but given their limited resources, they could not 
maintain the periodical. In 1924, as of July, San Selerín had collected just short of 500 CRC from 
school sales, 200 CRC from commercial ads, and 500 CRC from the Ministry of Education for 
their pre-order of 5,000 copies of number 17.120  In issue 23, editors implored local teachers to 
cancel out their accounts and explained San Selerín’s “economic anguish” and announced the 
periodical would stop circulation as of August 1924.121  
 San Selerín aimed to meet a wide range of teacher needs in the classroom. Indeed, the 
editors intentionally diversified their content and incorporated more scholastic content, rather 
than the overwhelming emphasis on literature from San Selerín’s first phase. While the editors 
still favored the same three basic categories, narrative, expository, and verse, they incorporated 
more pieces of children’s theatre, more hands on activities, and more current events. Table B 
shows the categorical distribution of texts in San Selerín from the second phase, 1923-1924.  
 
 
                                                120	  See Carmen Lyra, Lilia González, and Joaquín García Monge, eds. “Excitativa a los 
maestros,” San Selerín, 15 July 1924, 1.	  121	  Ibid, 1.	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TABLE 2: CATEGORICAL DISTRIBUTION IN SAN SELERÍN, 1923-1924 
 1923 1924 
Narrative 26 10 
Expository 24 4 
Verse 20 12 
Children’s Theatre 2 0 
Activities 8 3 
Current Events 1 4 
Child Contribution 0 0 
TOTAL ISSUES 15 4 
Source: Carmen Lyra, Lilia González, and Joaquín García Monge, eds. San Selerín, 1923-1924. 
 
As during the first phase, some issues of San Selerín’s second phase were explicitly 
thematic, but not all. For example, the second issue, published on April 10, 1923, featured 
bridges. For issues 9, 11, and 15, the themes were agriculture, the human body, and holidays 
respectively. Also, as during San Selerín’s first phase, some issues thematically revolved around 
important figures. The fifth issue, for example, featured President Jesús Jiménez, who pioneered 
nineteenth century reforms. The seventeenth issue, which debuted on April 15, 1924, featured an 
homage to Salvadoran educator Marcelino García Flamenco. This issue is particularly valuable 
for research, because it is the one issue that the Ministry of Education explicitly endorsed by pre-
ordering 5,000 copies.122 Again in the second phase, issues for September and October, 
opportune months for cultivating nationalist discourse, have no clear patriotic or nationalist 
theme.   
4.1 PEDAGOGICAL PARADIGMS, 1920-1930 
Under the authoritarian Tinoco Regime (1917-1919), members of the nueva 
intelectualidad, Roberto Brenes Mesén and Joaquín García Monge used their position of political 
privilege to promote new educational reform codes. Since the founding of the Escuela Normal in 
                                                122	  “Excitativa a los maestros,” San Selerín 15 July 1924, 1. 
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1914, whose first director, Arturo Torres, studied under John Dewey at Columbia University, the 
nueva intelectualidad passionately worked to incorporate a systematic pedagogical structure for 
Costa Rican education, inspired by John Dewey and progressive education.123 However, with the 
fall of the Tinoco dictatorship, Julio Acosta rose to the presidency (1920-1924), and with him, 
Miguel Obregón Lizano to head the Ministery of Education.  
 Miguel Obregón Lizano (1861-1935) had originally collaborated with Mauro Fernández 
(1843-1905) in the educational reforms of 1886, but Obregón Lizano did not support the 
twentieth-century reforms, and as a result, Molina Jiménez confirms, Congress rejected the 1920 
Educational Code, meant to standardize and modernize pedagogy.124 Monlina Jiménez attributes 
the failure of the reformists in the early twenties to conflicts between the nueva intelectualidad 
and the Church at the turn of the century, to the political opportunism of García Monge and 
Brenes Mesén and their alignment with Tinoco which called into question their legitimacy as 
advocates of social progress, and to the misogyny of Olympian reformer Luis Felipe González, 
who as Minster of Education in 1917 fired all married women in an act of archaic 
authoritarianism.125 Also in 1920, congress passed the polemic Ley Orgánica del Personal 
Docente, which legally defined acceptable and unacceptable behaviors for state educators and 
specifically barred teachers from disrupting the supposed “political neutrality” of the classroom. 
The law essentially functioned as a way to legally silence resistance, but resistance to the 1920 
pedagogical reforms permeated the educational sphere. As more schools experimented with 
Dewey’s pedagogical methods, discrepancies between theory and practice grew too big to 
                                                
123 John Dewey’s major contribution was his argument that democracy and social reform were 
achievable through education.  124	  Iván Molina Jiménez, “Educación y sociedad en Costa Rica: de 1821 al presente (una historia 
no autorizada),” Diálogos Revista Electrónica de Historia 8.2, (2007), 235.	  125	  Ibid, 234. 
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ignore. John Dewey’s pedagogical perspectives were designed for small groups of students from 
established, economically stable families,126 but this was not the Costa Rican reality in 1920.  
As a result, the same, tired emphasis on memorization, or what José Antonio Salas 
Víquez calls encyclopedism, prevailed as the methodological paradigm. Nevertheless, local and 
politically active teachers were relatively successful in their advocacy for the welfare of the child 
and in their auto-incorporation from below of diverse pedagogies.127 For example, while physical 
punishment was still legal in public schools throughout the 1920s, it became much less common. 
Instead, educators emphasized positive reinforcement and began awarding children with public 
recognition, despite discouragement from the state.128   
 At the turn of the century, the state took on the role of the “ethical” state, where the state 
was in service to the population, at least rhetorically. However, by the 1920s, rhetoric reversed 
this relationship. In fact, liberal-leaning Joaquín García Monge himself wrote in 1927, “It is 
necessary, then, that the teachers of Costa Rica put the School of Costa Rica to the service of 
Costa Rica.”129  
 These ideological shifts within the educational sphere culminated on July 22, 1929, when 
President Cleto González Víquez, with the support of the Minister of Education Luis Dobles 
Segreda, passed Law 95. Among the various articles of Law 95 are: 1. The Institutionalization of 
Flag Day as a national celebration, 2. That Flag Day should be celebrated on April 11 (the 
anniversary of the Battle of Rivas, part of the 1856-57 Campaña Nacional Centroamericana, a 
                                                126	  Ibid, 235. 127	  José Antonio Salas Víquez, “La enseñanza de la historia en Costa Rica. 1870-1950: Una 
aproximación desde la historia social del currículum,” Perspectivas. Revista de Investigación.  
Teoría y Didáctica de los Estudios Sociales (2010), 92.    	  128	  In 1930, then Minister of Education León Cortés discouraged public rewards for children in 
an essay published in the March 1930 issue of El Maestro.  129	  Joaquín García Monge, “Comentarios” in El Maestro, 15 Sept 1927, 6. 
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commemorative date in the narrative of national hero Juan Santamaría), 3. That every school 
must display a flag on the front of the building, and 7. That every morning, teachers must lead 
their classes in reciting a pledge of allegiance.130  
 In response to this new law, Carmen Lyra published an essay entitled “El culto a la 
Bandera” or “The Cult of the Flag” in the 15 September 1929 issue of El Maestro. In it, she 
begged teachers to resist nationalist discourse in the classroom. She urged them to encourage a 
consciousness that benefited the child, rather than the state. And, significantly, she warned them 
of the dangers of nationalism and nationalist discourse as a tool of North Atlantic imperialism 
and oppression. She wrote: 
We know there is a big country where each school has a national flag and 
in which the schools dedicate time each morning for a pledge of allegiance 
reminiscent to this very law. That country is exponentially more wealthy and 
powerful, but it is a nation that does not respect smaller nations when it is not 
convenient. Her flag only protects her children, the children of other patrias don’t 
matter much to her.  
Teachers should not awaken in their children, with the cult of the flag, a 
sentiment of that nature. They should love their flag, ––the representation of their 
country,–– but the love for what is theirs should not mean distaste or hate for 
other flags. Make them feel that they should respect all others as they respect their 
own, because those flags represent men, women, and children like the men, 
women, and children of their own lands.131    
 
The 1920s was a period of struggle for educational reform and growing nationalist 
sentiments in Costa Rica. It was also a decade of growing political radicalization for some, and 
de-radicalization for others. Despite growing apart ideologically, editors Joaquín García Monge, 
Carmen Lyra, and Lilia González maintained productive, professional relationships and united 
together for the publication of San Selerín. 
 
                                                130	  Quoted in Joaquín García Monge, Carmen Lyra, eds. El Maestro,15 Sept 1929, 1-2. 131	  Carmen Lyra, “El culto de la Bandera,” El Maestro, 15 Sept 1929, 4-5. 	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4.2 INCLUSION AND ENGAGEMENT 
As previously mentioned, the model for children’s magazines of the period was José 
Martí’s “Edad de Oro.” Carlos Luis Sáenz, prominent member of the PCCR and co-director of 
Triquitraque (1945-1947), in his “Estudio introductorio” in Literatura infantil costarricense 
(1958), confirms, “A good magazine for children should follow the pattern that Martí used in his 
‘Edad de Oro.’”132 Sáenz continues, “The purposes are moral; to write so that the children will 
tomorrow be men and will learn to love the earth in which they live. . . . to talk to them about 
their own interests, to always make relevant comparisons. . .”133 Though Carmen Lyra tended to 
subvert nationalist narratives in favor of internationalist discourse, San Selerín often engaged 
with children on topics of their own interest, with subversive subtexts that made relevant 
comparisons to their everyday lives. Indeed, through San Selerín, Lyra included and connected 
children to relevant socio-political debates. However, sometimes San Selerín disseminated two 
separate narratives, one for its adult readers and another for its child readers. 
For example, the editorial introduction for the San Selerín in 1923 was written for the 
adult reader and explicitly answers an adult demand for progress. “Some of the teachers from the 
Province of Heredia,” the Editorial reads, “worried about progress and hard working, have 
wanted the children of the country or – at least the school circuits under their authority – to have 
again a magazine, and, as a result, San Selerín has come back to see the light.”134 Additionally, 
the editors, in flowery adulation, dedicate the second phase of San Selerín to the memory 
President Jesús Jiménez. With discourse tactics like, “Lift then, the flag of progress and San 
Selerín will begin his second phase” and President Jesús Jiménez deserves all of the praise 
                                                132	  Carlos Luis Sáenz, “Estudio introductorio,” Literatura infantil costarricense, ed. by Luis 
Ferrero Acosta, (San José, C.R.: Ministerio de Educación Pública, 1958) xv. 
133 Ibid, xv. 134	  See “Editorial,” San Selerín, 1 Abril 1923, 1-2.	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because he recognized “schools are the seminary for upcoming citizens,”135 it seems that San 
Selerín nodded to liberal nationalist discourse and the status quo as defined by the Olympians 
and the agro-export oligarchy. 
But San Selerín had a different message all together for his child readers. In the piece 
entitled “San Selerín,” San Selerín himself narrates his history; he discusses all of his travels and 
adventures and how he just carelessly ambled around borders, which “are nothing more than 
some silly lines that big men have imagined in order to pick fights and make wars.”136 Here, 
Lyra, writing as San Selerín, writes in such a way that the child can easily relate, but subverts 
liberal nationalist narratives. It seems that though the editors were willing to compromise 
political conviction for the status quo for the adult readers, the editors were not willing to make 
the same compromise for their child readers. 
These discrepancies may seem contradictory, but keeping in mind that San Selerín was 
distributed first through teachers, and then through students, it is economically reasonable and 
socially strategic to appeal to liberal discourse tactics when engaging with adult readers, even if 
the intent of the magazine is to provide children with subversive materials. Given San Selerín’s 
previous economic failure ten years earlier, editors had to creatively navigate the print industry 
in order to ensure publication.  
Later, San Selerín laments that many of the children he played with ten years earlier are 
now adults, and will not enjoy his stories. This is indicative of the Montessorian notion of 
childhood as something distinct from adulthood. However, San Selerín has been able to defy this 
                                                135	  Ibid, 2. 136	  See Carmen Lyra, Lilia González, and Joaquín García Monge, eds. “San Selerín,” San Selerín 
1 Abril 1923, 2-5.	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distinction and stay a child forever, like Peter Pan, he says.137 And this connection with Peter Pan 
is significant. Peter Pan, the title character in J.M. Barrie’s classic nineteenth century stories, did 
not just stay a child forever, but rather he ran away from aristocratic English society and created 
his own world, imperfectly, with his own rules. He rebelled and rejected the social norms of 
English high-society, and instead chose to live and fight among pirates and mermaids. Peter Pan 
does not fit into the mold of the pure, innocent child, the empty, lifeless child who must be 
taught how to live. Instead, Barrie’s Peter Pan was an imperfect child, an active, creator child. If 
ever there were a character that embodied child agency and autonomy, it was Peter Pan.  
Additionally, San Selerín connected with readers by talking about things of particular 
interest to them, in a language suitable for them. In the November 1923 issue, in a piece called 
“Muy felices vacaciones,” Carmen Lyra, as San Selerín, talks to children about the coming 
holidays and something of supreme interest to any child – presents. San Selerín writes: 
I love this wind that comes with the summer and I would live to give a 
little hat with wings on it like the one I have on my head to all of the little kids to 
whom el Niño Dios (Baby Jesus) won’t bring anything on Christmas Eve. . .That 
way I could take them all out to hide in the foliage of the trees and scare all the 
locusts, and to tumble around with clouds and come out all covered in white fuzz 
and we would look like baby chicks. . . we would go look for Peter Pan, Wendy, 
and the Lost Boys and we would go to the land of the fairies and we would wait 
until they weren’t looking, and then we would steal a magic wand! And then we 
would go and turn all of the miserable card-board houses into palaces, and all of 
the gaunt children would turn fat and pink. . . we would use it for all of the 
miserable ones so they wouldn’t feel miserable anymore. . . . 
Also, I want to declare that I, San Selerín, feel closer to those little kids for 
whom el Niño Dios won’t leave anything under their pillow, and I have to say 
there is something dark about that because it would seem that Jesus prefers the 
children of rich men, because, well, they are the ones that find the most beautiful 
presents, while the poor children don’t find anything. But don’t you believe that: 
Jesus was always a brother to the poor. You’ll see, he was born in a stable and his 
father was a poor carpenter, and when he became a man, he chose his friends 
from among the sinners and the humble people. He didn’t have toys! He probably 
played with little pieces of wood around his father’s shop. Also, I read in a story 
                                                137	  Ibid, 5. 
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that Jesus had fun making little birds out of mud and they would fly out of his 
palms. And the truth is we enjoy the toys we make ourselves more than the ones 
they sell in stores. . . You see, Jesus himself left us the example to make with our 
own hands our own toys out of mud, and if we don’t have magic powers to make 
them fly out of our palms, the little birds we made out of clay, which we enjoyed 
molding so much, we can make them fly with our imagination, and never would a 
toy on a string, like the ones that cost so much money, move like the ones we 
make with our hands and animate with the power of our imagination.” 138 139 
 
Here, Carmen Lyra calls into question religious notions that legitimate class-based 
oppression, like the idea that God materially blesses the faithful and good, and she invites 
children to question them too by sharing with them a forbidden peek into the imperfect 
childhood of Jesus. Significantly, she constructed a view of Jesus from a non-canonical source 
that stains the perfect, sinless childhood of Jesus Christ, and instead emphasizes his imperfect 
humanity over his divinity, which would have essentially been considered heresy. Above all, it 
was Carmen Lyra’s goal to include those who were most commonly excluded in the Central 
Mesa, the children of the poor, and to expose them to a critical social and ideological debate. 
And all of this is connected into the everyday, lived experiences of these children who actually 
might wake up on Christmas morning with nothing but mud. 
4.3 SUBVERSIVE LITERATURE 
San Selerín’s editors, Carmen Lyra, Lilia González, and Joaquín García Monge managed 
to revive the periodical for almost two more years, and in those two years they produced twenty-
two issues and shared more than a hundred stories with children throughout the Central Mesa 
                                                138	  This story is from the non-canonical Infancy Gospel of Thomas, a Gospel written by Jesus’ 
disciple Thomas which tells the story of Jesus as a child, but was considered heretical by the 
early Church and not included in the official Biblical canon. One of the more polemic elements 
of the Gospel is that it states that young Jesus killed another child. This suggests that Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God, lived an imperfect childhood.  139	  Carmen Lyra, “Muy felices vacaciones,” San Selerín, 1 November 1923, 2-4. 
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and beyond. Many of these stories directly reflected Carmen Lyra’s political and ideological 
convictions, especially her subversive Tío Conejo folktales.    
In the following section, I have selected and analyzed three texts, one narrative, one 
expository piece, and one verse. Each of these pieces seeks to engage children in a particular 
socio-cultural debate and reflects Carmen Lyra’s ideological convictions. The first, a narrative, 
“Cómo tio Conejo les jugó sucio a tia Ballena y a tio Elefante,” warns of the dangers of powerful 
alliances. It reflects early-twentieth-century anxieties in Central America in response to North 
Atlantic imperialism. 
The second, an expository piece, “El maestro Marcelino García Flamenco,” introduces 
readers to the history of a man who renounced national borders in pursuit of social justice 
through rural education and literacy projects. This piece calls into question notions of identity 
and state power. 
The third, a verse, “Mi Patria,” written by Roberto Brenes Mesén, subversively calls into 
question notions of citizenship and identity. “Mi Patria” invites readers to question loyalties and 
allegiance by declaring that his allegiance belonged to an ideal, rather than a border, and that evil 
was his enemy, rather than another flag. The words were made even more potent from the pen of 
former Minister of Education, Roberto Brenes Mesén. 
 “CÓMO TIO CONEJO LES JUGÓ SUCIO A TIA BALLENA Y A TIO ELEFANTE” 
Tío Conejo tales regularly related to polemic socio-political realities, and always 
portrayed Tío Conejo, the representative of the subaltern, as the victor. Issue number 10, 
published on August 15, 1923, opens with just such a story. “Cómo Tío Conejo les jugó sucio a 
Tía Ballena y a Tío Elefante” or “How Tío Conejo Played Dirty with Aunt Whale and Uncle 
Elephant” was first published in Carmen Lyra’s highly successful Cuentos de mi tía Panchita 
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(1920), though the folktale is not credited to her in San Selerín; explicit credit for Lyra’s work in 
San Selerín is inconsistent in both phases of publication.  
The story opens with Tío Conejo, relaxing by the sea. There, he overhears a conversation 
between Tía Ballena and Tío Elefante, where they gush together over their power and strength. 
The two conspire, knowing that with their strength together, they could certainly take over the 
jungle. In the full version in Lyra’s Cuentos de mi tía Panchita, Tío Conejo overhears this 
conversation and comes up with a plan. He ties Tío Elefante’s trunk to Tía Ballena in a bout of 
trickery. But in the shortened version for San Selerín, as per Tío Conejo’s advice, Tío Elefante 
uses his great trunk to fish out Tía Ballena, in hopes that they might rule the land together, but 
she was too hot out of the water. When she dove back into the ocean, she took Tío Elefante with 
her, in an attempt to rule together the sea, but he nearly drowned. In the end, in both the full and 
shortened versions, Tío Elefante and Tía Ballena become enemies and were never able to unite to 
rule the jungle. 
 This story represents two super powers struggling to unite in a bid for total control, a 
metaphorical reflection of the alliances forming in the North Atlantic, and portrays Tío Conejo as 
the meddling hero that undermined their attempt at uniting and dominating the jungle. It is 
mirrored in early twentieth century Central America, with the declining British empire and the 
rising U.S. hegemony struggling for control in Central America, particularly in the agro-export 
sectors. This story suggests that Lyra and the other editors believed that children were active 
social change agents, capable of understanding and influencing complex social and political 
ideas, and it reflects Carmen Lyra’s anti-imperialist convictions. This story also invites readers to 
question the motives of the real alliances forming around them.  
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“EL MAESTRO MARCELINO GARCÍA FLAMENCO” 
 San Selerín’s commemorative issue for Salvadoran educator Marcelino García Flamenco, 
of which the Ministry of Education purchased 5,000 copies to be distributed to public schools, 
represents an interesting case of liberal marketing paired with subversive, anti-nationalist 
contents. The cover of the April 1, 1924 issue features a special thanks to Miguel Obregón, the 
Minister of Education, for his support, without which, “San Selerín would not have been able to 
visit the children in his country.”140   
 The 17th issue, published on April 15, 1924, commemorated the life and work of 
Marcelino García Flamenco, who, “gave his life fighting for peace for a patria that was not his,” 
understood borders to be “imaginary lines, lines formed by the unhealthy ego in men,” and 
“struggled against hate and injustice wherever it was, whether that be in Africa, in China, or in 
Costa Rica.”141  
IMAGE 4: MARCELINO GARCÍA FLAMENCO 
 
Source: San Selerín, 15 April 1924, 8. 
 
                                                140	  “Agradecimiento,” San Selerín 1 April 1924, 1.	  141	  “Homenaje,” San Selerín, 15 Abril 1924, 1.	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 According to narrator San Selerín, García Flamenco came to Costa Rica from El Salvador 
after hearing about Costa Rica’s reputation as a land of peace and education. García Flamenco 
worked in rural, peripheral regions in Costa Rica, working to build schools and promote popular 
literacy. Principally, García Flamenco did his work in the Osa peninsula, near Costa Rica’s 
border with Panama in the province of Puntarenas. But during that time, “Costa Rica was 
governed by the stupid tyranny and hate of the Tinoco brothers. The liberty and the rights of 
citizens were toys in their ignorant hands and the hands of all the bad Costa Ricans that served 
under them.”142 Historians are left to wonder what co-editor Joaquín García Monge felt about 
such an accusation, given his prestigious political position under the Tinoco regime. San Selerín 
continues narrating García Flamenco’s impressive legacy as a revolutionary educator struggling 
against oppressive rural colonization, with García’s own words, ultimately culminating with his 
departure, on foot, from the Osa peninsula to David, Panama and later to Nicaragua. García 
Flamenco came to Costa Rica looking for peace and open doors, but what he found was tyranny 
and murder. Disillusioned with Costa Rica’s mythical reputation, García Flamenco fled Costa 
Rica after a string of murders committed by the Tinoco regime only to continue the struggle in 
Panama and Nicaragua. He died in Nicaragua, fighting the Tinoco regime alongside exiled 
revolutionary Costa Ricans.   
 San Selerín was not the only contributor to narrate the memory of García Flamenco. 
Leading intellectuals, including Mario Sancho and Luis Dobles Segreda, contributed to the issue, 
but their essays were markedly different. Whereas San Selerín’s narrative focused on García 
Flamenco’s active, material resistance to tyranny, Luis Dobles Segreda, who would come to be 
                                                142	  Carmen Lyra, Lilia González, and Joaquín García Monge, eds. “El maestro García 
Flamenco,” San Selerín, 15 Abril 1924, 2.	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Minister of Education from 1928-1932, emphasized García Flamenco’s contributions to culture 
and his spirit.143  
 This expository piece, which has been officially credited to San Selerín but probably 
written by Carmen Lyra, subverts the mythical legacy of Costa Rica as a land of peace and 
democracy and rejects nationalist discourse by defining borders as things from the imaginary of 
unhealthy egos and praising García Flamenco for his internationalist approach to social justice. 
“El maestro Marcelino García Flamenco” reveals Lyra’s internationalist values, her rejection of 
nationalist discourse, and her position of solidarity with workers and campesinos against 
contemporary Liberal tyranny. Additionally, this piece connects children with the legacy of a 
professional-class man who risked his own welfare in order to struggle with the oppressed across 
borders. It invites readers to question notions of nationality and state power, in an attempt to 
include and engage children with relevant socio-political debates. 
“MI PATRIA” 
 Following the expository piece in issue 17, which was funded the by the Ministry of 
Public Education, editors included the poem, “Mi Patria,” by nueva intelectualidad member 
Roberto Brenes Mesén:  “I am a citizen of the world;/ in where life abounds/ I place my 
profound affect,/ I have a beloved land./ . . . My enemy is evilness/ and an ideal is my banner./ 
Wherever triumphs the law/ and peace unites hands/ I naturalize my chest/ because there are my 
brothers:/ With a home or homeless,/ my patria doesn’t have a name:/ I am a citizen of the world/ 
and a compatriot of men.”  
 This poem is a significant statement in the political culture of the early 1920s, which 
sought to police educators into “political neutrality.” As we have seen, the 1920s was a period in 
                                                143	  Luis Dobles Segreda “El maestro,” San Selerín,15 Abril 1924, 5-7.	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which educators negotiated the cultural politics of schools, with the oligarchy strongly 
advocating for increasingly nationalist curricula. This poem is a bold move, made by a political 
actor with significant cultural capital, to make heard the competing ideological voice, the 
proletarian internationalists. This poem invites readers to question notions of identity and 
allegiance, and to question the legitimacy of state power.  
Various negotiations in congress and through the press, including this poem, ultimately 
led to July 22, 1929, when President Cleto González Víquez passed Law 95, the law that 
mandated increased nationalist symbolism in schools and daily pledges of allegiance, and 
instituted several national holidays, all founded upon mythical rhetoric.  
 Nevertheless, this poem reveals a part of the tensions between the radical intellectuals 
and the oligarchy over the cultural politics of schools. Whereas the oligarchy advocated, as other 
nation-states across Latin America had in the twentieth century, for increased nationalist 
curricula, and for an emphasis on nationalist traditions, the radical intellectuals advocated for 
international solidarity for the popular classes, for popular liberation via institutionalization and 
social reform, and for the autonomy of Latin America from imperial powers. This poem 
demonstrates values of international fraternity and peace, which necessarily meant the expulsion 
of the violent imperialists, and advocates the dissolution of classes by inviting both the homeless 
and those with homes to fraternity. 
 The editors’ decision to publish the material suggests ideological alignment, especially 
given it was not published without risk. The poem, though short, reveals San Selerín’s objective 
as a space for negotiation subversive ideologies. It further supports Carmen Lyra’s ideological 
position as an internationalist and anti-nationalist. It is also worth noting that this material was all 
published in an issue that was directly funded by the state.   
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CHAPTER 5: TRIQUITRAQUE, 1936-1947 
Triquitraque debuted in 1936 and prospered despite its complicated administrative 
history. Indeed, Triquitraque managed to reach up to 10,000 readers per issue by 1945. First 
founded by the Association of Kindergarten Teachers (ANDE) and Luisa González, Triquitraque 
represented a space for negotiation to encourage the political participation of some of Costa 
Rica’s most vulnerable populations: women (teachers) and children. At its inception, content 
reflected González’s own proletarian internationalist convictions, but due to its heterodox nature, 
Triquitraque transformed to reflect shifting political alliances and divergent ideologies. 
This chapter reveals how Luisa González used Triquitraque as a tool of intermediation 
and a space for negotiation. Additionally, it suggests that González’s own political convictions 
are evident in the production she oversaw. This chapter opens with a brief review of the 
pedagogical paradigms and the contemporary socio-political debates of the period. Subsequently, 
I analyze the shifting ideological orientations within Triquitraque and the shifting administration. 
Overall, Triquitraque reveals the ideological function of children’s periodicals in the negotiation 
of the culture of the Costa Rican school. 
5.1 PEDAGOGICAL PARADIGMS, 1930-1947 
 In 1930, Nazi-sympathizing fascist León Cortés functioned as the Minister of Education, 
and under his oppressive presence, radicalized teachers began to organize and negotiate reform. 
One major point of contention between radicalized intellectuals and the Ministry under Cortés 
was the implementation of a new obligatory course for fifth grade students: Patriotic History. 
The purpose of this course, as reported in the April 1930 issue of El Maestro, was not to promote 
a great deal of information, but rather only information for eras and characters that exercised an 
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effective, contemporary influence.144 Cortés writes, “The only things that we should worry about 
are things that essentially and definitely influenced the march of history.”145 The class, which 
was designed in Mexico in 1929, included themes such as “When there were no railroads yet,” 
“Wars and battles in the outskirts of our city,” “The resurrection of the Church,” “The Greeks, 
founders of European culture,” “The Germans, founders of the state,” “Imperialism and the 
World War, the problem with Italy,” and “The victory of England over Russia and Germany in 
the War.”146 Clearly aligned with regional liberal nationalist historical narratives, these lesson 
plans brought discourses of progress and nationalism.  
 However, teachers actively resisted these ideas, and instead continued to focus their 
didactic and pedagogical work on the “social question,” that is the preoccupation with the agro-
export industry’s socio-economic oppression. The struggle between the state and teachers 
prompted the founding of the Sociedad de Protección Social, or the Society of Social Protection, 
and in June 1931, in El maestro, edited by Joaquín García Monge and communist Carmen Lyra, 
published their manifesto, which, among other things, declared that the Society would cooperate 
fully with the Costa Rican school to ensure that teachers were protected by the fullest extent of 
laws designed for their welfare.  
 The next month, Justo A. Facio published a pamphlet to circulate among teachers where 
he cited the 1920 Ley Orgánica del Personal Docente, which legally defined acceptable and 
unacceptable behaviors for state educators. Facio contended that teachers were banned from 
                                                
144 Cortés, León “História Patriotica” El maestro, 8 April 1930, 259. 
145 Ibid, 259. 
146 For more information on the cultural politics of education in Mexico, see Mary Kay Vaughan, 
Cultural Politics in Revolution (1997). 
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involving themselves in private or public affairs that would “violate the neutrality of education 
and compromise the harmony that should exist within the school and society.”147  
 Tensions between radicalized teachers and the state continued to grow as the government 
continued to resist pedagogical reform and the teachers refused submission. Finally, in 1935, at 
the request of the state, the Misión Pedagógica Chilena, or the Chilean Pedagogical Mission, 
came to Costa Rica to evaluate the public school system. Their primary critique for Costa Rican 
education was a lack of any clear pedagogical organization and, most programs failed to meet 
children’s developmental needs. They echoed the same complaints teachers had been making for 
several years. But, the Mission also criticized educators for not understanding the psychology of 
the child and for failing to appropriately connect children to their social realities. Despite ten 
years of active advocacy for the Montessori Method and other modern pedagogies by the 
radicalized teachers, which theoretically would have addressed all the major problems of the 
Mission evaluation, because of the major financial crises and contemporary political instability, 
congress was no more ready to adopt the reforms in 1935 than they were in the 1920s. Therefore, 
none of the Mission-designed reforms passed congress. Thus, though elite and popular memory 
may remember a peaceful and democratic recovery from the depression, failed reforms, political 
censorship, and increasing tension between teachers and the state suggest otherwise.   
 The post-depression state was not interested in creating active, engaged children, 
connected with their social realities. In fact, in 1942, Minister of Education Virgilio Chaverrí 
wrote, “Do not forget that what matters is that the child carries from the school a notion of the 
progress of the Patria. . . . The child should admire the virtues and ideas of our great men and 
                                                147	  Justo A. Facio, “Circular de la Secretaria de Educación Pública” quoted in El Maestro, 8 
April 1930, 269-270.	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particularly the benefits that we owe our illustrious presidents.”148 This trend continued through 
to the Civil War and beyond in official curricula. Carmen Lyra, in “Reseña de libros, Educación 
y lucha de clase” pubished in Trabajo on November 12, 1938, criticized this trend and compared 
it to the fascist trends in Germany and Italy that made education increasingly aristocratic and 
inaccessible.149 Carmen Lyra argues in favor of the USSR pedagogical system, which she 
understands to be more equitable.150   
 In 1936, the Association of Kindergarten Teachers, inspired by the legacy of San Selerín, 
started the publication of Triquitraque, which represented a space for negotiation in the context 
of chaos and failed leadership from state.151 This periodical did not represent a monolith, but 
Luisa Gonzalez’s political convictions are evident during the production she oversaw. Indeed, 
various teachers and voices helped construct Triquitraque into a space for negotiation.  
5.2 ADMINISTRATION AND PRODUCTION 
In the digital collection, SINABI holds a nearly complete collection of years 1936 
through 1942, missing just three issues of 58. Triquitraque was out of circulation for 1943, and 
SINABI does not hold 1944 in its digital collection. For years 1945-1947, SINABI holds all but 
four issues of 23. Issues averaged 16 pages, and usually featured five to seven pieces of 
literature, two or three activities, and an editorial update for teachers. Table C shows categorical 
distribution of content by year from 1936 to 1947, which not unlike San Selerín, tended to favor 
the three main categories, narrative, expository, and verse. 
                                                148	  Quoted in	  José Antonio Salas Víquez, “La enseñanza de la historia en Costa Rica. 1870-1950: 
Una aproximación desde la historia social del currículum,” Perspectivas. Revista de 
Investigación.  Teoría y Didáctica de los Estudios Sociales (2010), 94.    	  149	  Carmen Lyra, “Reseña de libros” 6. 150 Ibid, 6 
151It is important to note Carmen Lyra’s influence over her mentee Luisa González when 
analyzing González’s work. See “Amigos mios,” Triquitraque, 15 April 1937, 1. 
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TABLE 3: CATEGORICAL DISTRIBUTION OF TRIQUITRAQUE, 1936-1947 
 1936 1937 1938 1939 1940* 1941* 1942* 1945 1946 1947 
Narrative 7 18 25 20 27 18 13 14 17 11 
Expository 12 20 14 19 17 15 24 18 8 7 
Verse 15 15 15 12 9 4 10 11 9 4 
Children’s 
Theatre 
0 5 0 2 0 2 1 1 0 2 
Activities 20 26 11 19 16 17 7 17 12 5 
Current Events 9 9 9 10 14 8 7 8 6 3 
Child 
Contribution 
1 4 1 0 1 0 2 0 0 0 
TOTAL 
ISSUES 
5 9 
 
8 9 9 6 6 9 6 6 
Source: Triquitraque 1936-1947. 
*No credited administration 
 
Luisa González is traditionally credited for administering Triquitraque for the entirety of 
its impressive career from 1936 to 1947. However, a look at the sources reveals that Luisa 
González was credited as the periodical’s administration only from 1937-1939.152 Then, there 
was a clear ideological shift in the periodical’s presentation and content starting in 1940 to 1942, 
at which point the periodical was discontinued. Triquitraque started back in circulation in 1944, 
but SINABI does not have 1944 in their collection. In 1945, Luisa González was credited again 
as administrator, and Carlos Luis Sáenz and Adela Ferreto joined her as directors. González 
administered and Sáenz directed Triquitraque in 1946 and 1947. This ideological shift and 
failure to acknowledge an editor between 1940 and 1942 was due to the incompatibility of the 
content being published and Luisa González’s political convictions. Indeed, so intrinsic are her 
values to her work that she was not officially affiliated when the didactic production did not 
reflect her ideological identity.   
In 1936, the Asociación de Maestras de Kindergarten, or Association of Kindergarten 
Teachers (ANDE), published Triquitraque. No further administrative or editorial details are 
                                                
152 The 1936 issues credit the Association of Kindergarten Teachers (ANDE).	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available. Triquitraque did not rely on any commercial advertising in 1936, and editors declared 
any profit that was to be made from the periodical would go either to improving the periodical 
itself or as a donation to various kindergartens. Contributors in each issue varied, and authors 
were often not credited for their work.153 
Editorials in the 1936 issues shared the adventures of Triquitraque in all of his travels, 
and in August, it revealed that Triquitraque had been traveling with Tío Conejo, thus positioning 
Triquitraque as an ally to often-subversive San Selerín. The editorials share the adventures of the 
two travelers as they traverse the world together, learning about new people and new places. 
Triquitraque and Tío Conejo promise the readers that they will share all of their stories. Tío 
Conejo even graced the cover of the September 1936 issue. Significantly, the September issue of 
1936, despite the potential for nationalist propaganda, featured activities that taught readers 
about flags from all over the world, and was a subtle rejection of typical nationalist discourse and 
“the cult of the flag.” Save for a coloring page of a traditional Costa Rican oxcart, there was 
nothing that brought attention to, let alone glorified Costa Rican identity. 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
153 That being said, one author that is frequently credited is Lemuel Gulliver, the fictional 
traveler from the classic novel Gulliver’s Travels.	  Lemuel Gulliver is credited for writing 
editorials, narratives, verses, and expository pieces, and wrote stories that featured the title 
character, Triquitraque. It is unclear who authored the work credited to Lemuel Gulliver, but the 
work appears frequently in Triquitraque (and San Selerín) during the early and later phases. 
Given Gulliver’s initials, L.G., and Luisa González’s role as administrator, she most likely wrote 
as Gulliver.	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IMAGE 5: TRIQUITRAQUE AND TIO CONEJO 
  
Source: Triquitraque, Sept. 1936, cover. 
 
In the 1937 issues, Luisa González was credited as the administrator of the periodical. 
That same year, Triquitraque incorporated commercial advertising. Interestingly, it was the same 
year the Communist newspaper Trabajo began relying on advertising. Editors made it clear the 
periodical was already struggling financially, and several issues featured updates asking teachers 
to cancel their outstanding accounts.  
 Despite being dependent on commercial advertising contracts, Triquitraque continued to 
read as overall critical for 1937, despite increasing de-radicalization within the PCCR. In an 
editorial published in the April 15th issue, González praised the legacy and work of José Martí, 
aspiring to provide the children of Costa Rica with quality literature as had “abuelito Martí” for 
Cuban children.154 This reaffirmed González’s alignment with the Martí model, as set by San 
Selerín. González explicitly claims that Triquitraque is “San Selerín’s little brother.” Indeed, 
González featured subversive narratives, such as the tales of Tío Conejo, rejected elite nationalist 
                                                154	  Luisa González, “Amigos mios,” Triquitraque, April 15 1937, 1.	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discourse tactics, and demonstrated a commitment to engaging with children and connecting 
them to their political realities. 
 With that in mind, Triquitraque was heterdox. Varied contributors brought with them 
varied perspectives. For example, Triquitraque featured a special two-part history of the 
development of Costa Rica in the September and October issues. Though the piece recognizes 
conflict with the indigenous and the exploitation of African slaves, the history is exemplary of 
mythical Whig histories in that it asserts a perpetual onward and upward progression of 
democracy in Costa Rica. In that sense, rather than being subversive, this historical piece 
conformed to the nationalist paradigm. 
 The ideological inconsistencies continued into 1938. In the July issue in 1938, page four 
featured an ad for the business Cacao Cartago. This ad explicitly addressed “intelligent children” 
and stated, “a good hot chocolate is a healthy drink and a great source of natural nutrients.”155 On 
the very next page, Triquitraque published an expository piece, “History of Cacao.” There was 
no mention of African or indigenous slavery, or any exploitation on the part of the agro-export 
industry whatsoever. Given Luisa González’s political convictions, her legacy of struggle against 
the agro-export industry, and her position as a revolutionary feminist, why then does she, as 
administrator, publish this kind of content for children?  
 There are a few possible answers. The first and most likely is that Luisa González 
oversaw the production of Triquitraque, but increasingly took a more hands-off approach to 
content. This is evidenced by increasingly conformist pieces and imagery leading up to the 
complete overhaul of administration from 1940 to 1942. For example, the September 1939 cover, 
in contrast to previous years, featured patriotic symbolism and the national shield. Also, her 
                                                
155 Cacao Cartago ad, Triquitraque, July 1938, 4. 
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fellow comrades within the PCCR were de-radicalizing, especially in the latter third of the 
1930s, and negotiating important political alliances to maintain legitimacy. The second and more 
complicated answer is advertising. To generate contracts for commercial advertising, publishers 
compromised the integrity of the content being published and their values. Ads for Cacao 
Cartago appeared in several issues until 1945, as well as ads from other agro-export businesses. 
Financially dependent on these commercial contracts, it was unlikely the editors would have had 
the freedom to criticize. As A. J. Liebling astutely wrote in 1960, “freedom of the press is 
guaranteed only to those who own it.”156 
IMAGE 6: TRIQUITRAQUE SEPTEMBER COVERS, 1936, 1937, AND 1939. 
   
Source: Triquitraque, Sept 1936, Sept 1937, Sept 1939 (SINABI does not hold Sept 1938) 
 
Indeed, content conformed more and more to the liberal-nationalist paradigms of the 
period throughout 1938 and 1939. Content very much reflected the racist rhetoric of the Costa 
Rican oligarchy, with stories like “Tales from the Red Skins,” featured mythical and patriotic 
                                                
156 A. J. Liebling, “The Wayward Press: Do You Belong in Journalism?” The New Yorker, 14 
May 1960, 109. 
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histories, and regularly adulated the agro-export industries. Additionally, as content conformed 
to liberal paradigms, it strayed from Montessorian pedagogical notions.  
Indeed, Triquitraque’s approach to engagement shifted throughout its administration. 
From the beginning, Triquitraque was engaging with its readers. In every issue, there was some 
sort of solicitation for correspondence, generally in the form of a contest. For example, in July 
1936, Triquitraque asked children to color a page from the magazine and send it in, and the best 
ones would be awarded a free copy of the August issue. Two hundred and forty children 
participated, and 13 winners were chosen.  
In 1937, the editors began soliciting formal, written child contributions. In the May issue, 
it addressed readers from Heredia and asked students to write an essay about their experiences at 
the commemoration of the late intellectual Aquileo Echeverría (1866-1909). Editors wrote, 
“Triquitraque would like to know [the purpose of the party] to tell all his friends throughout the 
whole country.”157 The open nature of this solicitation is important to note. No further guidelines 
were provided, editors simply asked for the child’s perspective. This demonstrated a belief that 
children are creative, rational subjects capable of autonomously producing content from which 
other people could benefit. In other words, it suggested they believed children could be 
successful social actors, create change, and effectively engage with socio-cultural systems, 
beliefs all originating from Montessorian pedagogy. Triquitraque published one child 
contribution in 1936, four in 1937, and 1 in 1938.  
After that, Triquitraque rarely solicited, and when it did there were clear commercial 
motives. For example, in the July issue of 1940, Mercedes, a candy company, sponsored a 
contest in which it asked readers to collect stamps that summarized the history of Costa Rica 
                                                157	  “A nuestros pequeños lectores heredianos,”	  Triquitraque, May 1937, 8.	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through 1940. After passively collecting the information, readers could send in their collection 
for a chance to win a prize. In 1941, Triquitraque hosted another, arguably more problematic 
contest. This one did solicit active participation, reminiscent of the contests during the earlier 
years of publication. However, it did not solicit creative expression, but rather performance in 
that the compositions were expected to follow a script. The contest offered 5 CRC to the best 
compositions. (Previous contests raffled off free copies of the 0.10 CRC magazine, so this prize 
is 50 times the value of the reward offered in earlier publications, enough to buy a five-year-
subscription to the magazin.) The guidelines provided read: 
All children in Costa Rica should honor the soldier from Alajuela [Juan 
Santamaría] who was immortalized in the Battle of Rivas lifting his arm to the 
thatch in the purest form of patriotism. Think about Santamaría, remember his 
feat, reflect on his sublime act and the words that he said; that is one way to honor 
him. This magazine offers every child in the country, in order to celebrate April 
11th, [the anniversary of the Battle of Rivas], the following contest: Write a 
composition in prose or verse that has to do with Juan Santamaría in two pages or 
less. . . The best entries will receive 5 CRC.158  
 
This is not a Montessori-inspired invitation for creative, autonomous expression. This is 
bribery and manipulation, reinforcing access to economic success for those that toe the 
ideological line as defined by the nationalist oligarchy. Indeed, after 1939, there was a clear 
ideological and pedagogical shift away from González’s own convictions.   
The introductory editorial for the March 1940 issue addressed adults and confronted them 
with Triquitraque’s delicate financial status. As part of their argument for why adults should 
financially support Triquitraque, the editors wrote, “Spending [money] on Triquitraque is 
spending [money] on culture for children.”159 The May 1940 issue opens with another long 
editorial written for adult readers entitled “The teachers of Triquitraque are cultural agents,” in 
                                                158	  “2 Premios de 5 Colones Cada Uno A Las Mejores Composiciones,”	  Triquitraque, March 
1940, 12.	  159	  “Nuestros niños no tienen que leer,”	  Triquitraque, March 1940, 1.	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which editors asserted the importance of a magazine for children in the construction of the 
national culture.  
The changes in editorial structures most likely contributed to the ideological and 
pedagogical shifts. The May 1940 editorial praised the work of the teachers who worked to put 
the magazine together and credited more than twenty teacher-contributors. Though previous 
administrator Luisa González was not credited, other figures from the radicalized intellectual 
feminist sphere included Marta Castro and Adela Ferreto (listed as Adela de Sáenz). Yet, overall, 
Triquitraque was not radical or subversive during this period despite contributions from 
radicalized intellectuals, most likely because it was not directed or administered by the radicals.  
Indeed, Triquitraque lost its subversive qualities during this period, and even narratives 
featuring Tío Conejo were mild and apolitical. In the September 1940 issue, editors published a 
story called “How rabbits lost their tails,”160 originally published in Onza, Tigre y León a 
Venezuelan children’s magazine. Though the title character of the story is named Tío Conejo, he 
barely resembled the cunning subaltern of past stories written by national authors. This story 
does not feature any sort of subversive socio-political allusion, but rather was reminiscent of 
Western or Greek mythology in the sense that it tried to explain a natural phenomenon, why 
rabbits do not have tails, with a mythical story. In fact, Tío Conejo is not brave, cunning, or witty 
in the story; he cries as soon as he is confronted with danger and does not manage to get himself 
out of trouble.  
Additionally, editors did not explicitly reject liberal-nationalist discourse, as had been the 
tendencies in previous publications. The September 1940 issue featured a poem adulating the 
Costa Rican flag and a history of Costa Rican progress, as told by roofs, or the changing styles of 
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architecture. The September 1941 issue featured a play, called “Patriotic Evocation,” in which 
children were expected to recite reasons they love their patria. Similarly, the September 1942 
issue opened with the Decálogo Cívico, essentially the Ten Commandments of Patriotism. It 
read: 
I – Love your Patria and your Flag over your own life. 
II – Do not pledge loyalty to your Patria in vain. 
III – Love your work as much as you love yourself. 
IV – Honor the memory of the heroes whose acts have elevated them into our   
consciousness. 
V – Do not kill your citizen’s consciousness. 
VI – Do not infringe on the norms of sociability.  
VII – Remember with affection the glorious dates of your people. 
VIII – Combat ignorance and injustice  
IX – Do not degenerate your body with vices or your spirit with ungratefulness or 
disloyalty. 
X – Cultivate your personality to be honest, serving, and polite in all your 
activity.161 
 
This content does not reflect the values of the proletarian internationalists or González; it 
represents “the cult of the flag” and everything Luisa González and her compañeras actively 
denounced in their work. It seems, then, that the absence of Luisa González in the credits 
between 1940 and 1942 was not a mistake or a coincidence. Despite being credited by historians 
and literary scholars as the administrator of Triquitraque from 1936 to 1947, the content suggests 
this was not the case.  
It is worth noting that after the 1939 Hitler-Stalin Pact, the Latin American radical left 
stopped denouncing fascism. And in Costa Rica, in 1942, two years after Luisa González ended 
her affiliation with Triquitraque, the magazine introduced Club V, a club meant for children 
meant to disseminate anti-fascist propaganda. Club V offered members an identifying patch, as 
well as contests and prizes. The contests asked for drawings that would illustrate phases like 
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“Down with Totalitarian Slavery!” and “America Rejects Slavery and Barbarism!” and 
compositions dealing with questions like “Why does Costa Rica side with the Democratic 
powers?” and “Why are the children and men of Costa Rica democrats?” The contests were open 
to all “anti-nazi teachers and children.” In the June 1942 issue, Club V outlined its organization 
and conduct guidelines for members. In the July 1942 issue, Club V featured an essay adulating 
United States president Franklin D. Roosevelt. By August, Club V was assigning homework to 
its members, including a short essay on “Why I love my little Patria.”  
These clubs were successful in schools all over the country with students as young as 
third grade, and though they might reflect the values of child participation and engagement, the 
nature of their club was not compatible with Montessorian notions and suggests that Luisa 
González played a more hands off role in Triquitraque between 1940 and 1942. Her absence 
from Triquitraque suggests an alignment with far-left ideological trends rather than exclusively 
the official PCCR rhetoric. 
IMAGE 7: CLUB V 
 
“All members of Club V should wear this badge on their chest. . .” 
Source: Triquitraque, Mayo 1942, 14  
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In 1945, a year after Triquitraque came back into circulation, Luisa González was clearly 
listed as the administrator and along with her, Carlos Luis Sáenz and Adela Ferreto de Sáenz 
served as directors. Financially, editors still relied on commercial advertising in the magazine, 
but significantly, after 1945 there were no more ads from agro-export businesses. In selecting the 
literature, editors favored national authors and re-established Triquitraque’s engagement with 
children through editorials rather than with adults. Pedagogically, editors incorporated more 
explicitly didactic materials and focused on natural sciences over social sciences and González’s 
Montessorian influence was evident once again. Indeed, 1945 Triquitraque reflected the values 
from its earlier stages. 
It is not a coincidence that as the periodical distanced itself again from the agro-export 
industry it became increasingly subversive once again. Editors rejected, explicit nationalist 
discourse. For example, the September 1945 issue featured only one essay relating to Costa Rica, 
and it was a natural science, expository piece on soils. Editors also focused on national authors 
and intellectual production, and incorporated familiar, subversive Tío Conejo stories. In the June 
1946 issue, editors published “Tío Conejo and the Death of Tía Zorra,”162 in which Tío Conejo 
finds himself on the menu. In the story, Tía Zorra (Aunt Fox) and Tío Coyote (Uncle Coyote) 
conspired to trick Tío Conejo so they could have him for dinner. Tío Coyote told Tía Zorra to 
play dead, so that while Tío Conejo was distracted by the tragedy, Tío Coyote could snatch him. 
But Tío Conejo, astute and witty, could not be tricked, and he managed to escape from danger 
and humiliate Tía Zorra and Tío Coyote in the process.   
 Tío Conejo tales were just one of the ways editors after 1945 engaged with children and 
connected them with their socio-political realities. In fact, in 1945, Adela Ferreto de Sáenz began 
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writing editorials as Triquitraque, the title character inspired by San Selerín, and in contrast to 
the years 1940-1942, these editorials engaged with children, not adults. This is because the entire 
focus of the magazine shifted after 1942 back to serving children rather than acculturating them. 
In the first editorial of 1945, editors wrote to their “queridos amiguitos” or “dear little friends” 
and concluded, “Here is Triquitraque to serve and delight his little friends.”163 Significantly, the 
accompanying illustration to the editorial featured Triquitraque and Tío Conejo, bringing back 
the alliance from 1936.  
 The following year, in 1946, Ferreto wrote an introductory editorial as Triquitraque 
entitle, “The Magic Wand.”164 In the editorial, Triquitraque explains to his “little friends” that 
the world is changing because humans have found a magic wand. “The magic wand., well, it is 
not a wand, it is something else. . .” the editorial reads, “It is atomic energy!”165 Ferreto went on 
to explain that atomic energy isn’t magical, really, but it is powerful, and with it “men could 
change the world.” “A New Era has started, and Triquitraque wants to tell you all something 
about it. It is important to study, to listen with attention, and to interest yourselves in knowing 
what is going on.”166 
 It is worth noting here how Adela Ferreto de Sáenz addressed readers. She first caught 
their attention with fantasy and play, then she carefully, with relative neutrality, explained what 
that means in the adult world. This is precisely what Carlos Luis Sáenz prescribed in his chapter 
“Estudio introductorio” in La literatura infantil costarricense (1958). Finally, her only 
instructions to the readers for how to process this new information were to do it for themselves 
by studying. In other words, Ferreto engaged with children, on their terms, and encouraged them 
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to act with their own agency and in their own interest. This suggests a renewed prioritization of 
Montessorian notions and values, and signals a definitive ideological shift since 1942.  
Pedagogically, Triquitraque transformed after 1945. Shifting away from the social 
sciences, Triquitraque began emphasizing the natural sciences. Content was more specifically 
and explicitly didactic and scholastic. For example, editors featured pieces like, “How is Carbon 
Made?” “Why Do Foods Decompose?” and “The Silk Worm.” In many ways, Triquitraque 
transformed to be more effective inside the formal classroom. This pedagogical shift was most 
likely due to Carlos Luis Sáenz’s intervention. Sáenz was a radicalized intellectual, educator, and 
author. He was a member of the Costa Rican Communist Party, active in teacher’s unions, and 
significantly, he authored most of the official textbooks in circulation in the 1940s and ‘50s. His 
wife, Adela Ferreto, also a radicalized intellectual, educator and author, was trained in children’s 
literature and had a very successful career as a children’s author. Ferreto was also a feminist 
activist who worked intimately with the Montessori schools. Indeed, with the return of Luisa 
González back to the seat of administration, and with the support of directors Sáenz and Ferreto, 
Triquitraque reflected Montessorian notions of child development and engagement and the 
editors’ subversive tendencies between 1945 and 1947. That said, during this phase, Triquitraque 
did compromise and conform more to official PCCR rhetoric and nationalist discourse. For 
example, the October 1945 issue featured an expository piece on the history of Christopher 
Columbus, which reads oppressively colonialist.  
Throughout its long and complicated administrative history, Triquitraque proves to be a 
tool of negotiation and intermediation. Shaped by various contributors and shifting political 
alliances, Triquitraque was overall a heterodox publication that mimicked the changing political 
climates outside of the classroom. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
I have posited that Carmen Lyra and Luisa González, through the production of their 
respective periodicals, functioned as intermediaries and negotiated the culture of Costa Rican 
schools during the first half of the twentieth century. These revolutionary feminists, though often 
viewed through the lens of PCCR official platform policy and discourse, used their periodicals as 
ideological projects, to negotiate toward a culture of inclusion that engaged its vulnerable 
populations, particularly children, in the negotiation process.  
Through careful analysis of San Selerín, 1912-1913 and 1923-1924, in chapters three and 
four, I have concluded that Carmen Lyra’s didactic production from the 1910s and 1920s 
followed the model left by José Martí, with one exception. Instead of cultivating nationalist 
sentiments, Carmen Lyra sought to evoke solidarity and inclusion by framing San Selerín within 
a proletarian internationalist ideological framework. She did this by using San Selerín to include 
and engage children in contemporary socio-political debate. From the first phase to the second, 
the changes to structure and content in San Selerín suggest Carmen Lyra increasingly prioritized 
effective pedagogy and access to culture. Indeed, Carmen Lyra’s work until the late 1920s is 
marked by an optimism in education and popular culture for cultivating social justice.   
Carmen Lyra is most remembered for her contributions to Costa Rican children’s 
literature and popular culture, contributions so great she was recently honored with the title 
Benemérita de la Patria. But most of those contributions were made during the 1910s and 1920s, 
a period in Carmen Lyra’s life in which she passionately advocated against nationalist discourse 
in favor of proletarian internationalism. Her most famous work, Cuentos de mi Tía Panchita, was 
first published in 1920, and the folktales subversively reflect her ideological convictions.  
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In 1926, revolutionary feminists Carmen Lyra and Luisa González, with their comrades 
Margarita Castro and Matilda Caranza, founded the first Costa Rican preschool, the 
Montessorian Escuela maternal, equipped with modern pedagogy and culture, sought to alleviate 
the misery of Costa Rica’s most vulnerable population, poor children, through education and 
culture. But growing increasingly disillusioned with the promises of modern pedagogy, the 
feminists decidedly turned toward a revolutionary materialist approach to education and social 
justice and mirrored the ideological currents of the USSR in their print production.  
In 1931, both Carmen Lyra and Luisa González joined the radical Costa Rican 
Communist Party (PCCR), but after 1936, the PCCR, “under the leadership of Manuel Mora 
Valverde, largely abandoned the sectarian orthodoxy of the International, [i.e. proletarian 
internationalism,] and pursued what for the most part amounted to a social democratic policy, 
thus profoundly influencing the subsequent interpretation of Costa Rica’s resolution of the 
Depression crisis in both elite and popular memory.”167 Indeed, the specific compromises of the 
PCCR to focus their critical voices on the foreign-controlled banana sector rather than on the 
coffee oligarchy of the Central Mesa, that is, rather than overtly criticizing the oligarchy’s 
nationalist project, have compromised the memory of the depression crisis, and consequently 
members of the PCCR.168  
Indeed, although the official PCCR rhetoric compromised, careful examination of 
Triquitraque suggests that Luisa González maintained her radical leftist convictions, like Carmen 
Lyra, and did not abandon the orthodoxy of the USSR. During the first two years of production, 
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Triquitraque embodied the Martí model, following San Selerín’s example. The following two 
years were less consistent and more conformist, leading to a change in administration in 1940, 
the same year Triquitraque aligned with the anti-fascist Club V, until 1942. When Triquitraque 
came back under the control of Sáenz and González, the periodical followed once again the 
Martí model. Overall, Triquitraque served as an ideological project, a space for pedagogical 
negotiation and child engagement, and a reflection of shifting political alliances.  
Though popular memory and contemporary scholarship remember Carmen Lyra and 
Luisa González as women more concerned with workers’ struggles than feminism, and as 
patriotic nationalists, centered in anti-imperialism, the analysis of their didactic materials 
suggests that Carmen Lyra and Luisa González diverted from official PCCR rhetoric and sought 
to include vulnerable populations as part of their social justice approach, informed by the 
proletarian internationalism of the Third International and their experiences as feminist preschool 
teachers unwilling to sacrifice working-class women and children’s rights for the elite feminine 
vote. Indeed, these revolutionary feminists functioned as intermediaries between their students 
and the state in an attempt to include children in the negotiation of the cultural politics of the 
Costa Rican school.  
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